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Communications
2Preface
The point of departure for embarking on the project at hand was a shared interest in buzz  
marketing; what companies can do to inspire word of mouth communications and when it is 
recommendable to use buzz marketing as a main element in a company’s communication 
strategy.
Lonely Planet has relied on a positive buzz as a major part of the company’s marketing for 
more than three decades now. However within its years of existence, Lonely Planet has gone 
from being a niche product on the guidebook market, setting new standards for travelling to 
being a legend within travelling and a market leader in the market for guide books. Today the 
brand Lonely Planet is well-known worldwide. In this report we question what this means for 
the buzz, and whether it is liable for a major multinational brand to rely on being able to 
inspire positive word of mouth communications? 
We have aimed at carrying out a creative analysis of representatives from Lonely Planet’s 
target audience in order to understand how the Lonely Planet brand is perceived by users and 
non-users. Looking back we are most satisfied with our research, believing that we have 
acquired an insight into associations and connotations to Lonely Planet. Furthermore along 
with theories on changes in society and marketing, our research provides a picture of the 
future challenges faced not only by Lonely Planet but by the travelling industry in general and 
companies relying on buzz marketing as a primary strategy.
We hope you will enjoy reading this paper, as much as we have enjoyed writing it.
Mette Malherbes Skovbo
Agnete Sylvest Jensen
Louise Elver Hansen
Mikkel Schou
Copenhagen, May 2005
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4Chapter One
Introduction 
“Being a strong brand means having a strong image…”
(Davies et al. 2003:203)
The publishing house Lonely Planet Group1 is one of the few large companies that explicitly 
announce that buzz marketing is a primary marketing tool (www.lonelyplanet.com). Our aim is 
to explore how buzz marketing is carried out in this specific context. Furthermore, we want to 
map out the implications buzz marketing has for Lonely Planet, the company being an 
international market leader in its field (App. A:630). 
A motivational factor for exploring Lonely Planet’s marketing strategies is an initial assumption 
that Lonely Planet as a brand has problems with regards to the company’s image. In the past 
few years there has been an increasing resistance in the media towards Lonely Planet’s image, 
not towards the company’s products (App. 11). Most criticism is directed towards the fact that 
Lonely Planet is no longer cutting edge or at the forefront of travel, rather the guidebook series 
have gone mainstream and seems more like a money machine than a friend of the 
independent traveller. In a large article in the New Yorker in April 2005, Tad Friend stated 
that:
“Like Apple and Starbucks, all of which began as plucky alternatives, Lonely 
Planet has become a mainstream brand.”
We believe that this perception of - and resistance towards – the brand does not only exist in 
the media but also in the minds of Lonely Planet’s audience. We have an interest in what 
Lonely Planet is currently doing to generate and manage a positive buzz around the company’s 
brand and an interest in exploring what the publishing house can do to affect a possible 
negative discourse. Furthermore, we find the problem of retaining a certain ‘coolness’, in 
Lonely Planet’s case being ‘cutting edge’, interesting and question whether mature products 
can be marketed with the use of buzz marketing as a primary marketing tool.
Literature on marketing is increasingly focused on the fact that post modern conditions call for 
major transformations in the practice of marketing (Firat et al., 1995). One reason is 
information overload, making it difficult to reach the consumer through traditional means of 
  
1 Throughout the report The Lonely Planet Group will be referred to as Lonely Planet. 
5advertising. Another reason is the fact that consumerism has become increasingly important 
for the creation of the individual identity. Ten years ago Firat et al. (1995:51-52) argued that 
post modernity had caused ‘the eclipse of the citizen and in its absence the rise of the 
consumer’. This view obviously calls for a new understanding of consumers, in relation to 
habits of consumption. 
As a sense of community arises from shared patterns of consumption, individual consumption 
patterns play a larger role in defining individuals. As consumption patterns can change over 
night and new ‘communities of consumption’ are continuously created, this development 
requires a new and dynamic perspective on marketing. We ascribe to this understanding, i.e. 
that consumption patterns are interconnected with the creation of identity as opposed to this 
being a consequence of traditional social affiliations, and that consumption reflects choices of 
lifestyle, which exists across national borders. Therefore, we advocate that it is advantageous 
to see marketing communications in the light of post modernism.
According to Firat et al. (1995:52) post modernism has caused a growing interest for the post 
modern consumer to become part of processes and to experience immersion into thematic 
settings as opposed to merely encounter finished products, i.e. the emergence of the term 
‘prosumption’. The question we will raise is whether Lonely Planet is accounting for changes in 
consumerism in latter years.   
The changing consumption patterns in post modernity can furthermore be detected within the 
field of tourism. The package holiday to popular destinations gives way to more individual and 
independent forms of travel (Poon in Lousdal & Sihm, 1997:22-23) in line with the accelerating 
globalization. The concept of prosumption is applicable within this field as well as people 
increasingly organize their own holiday. Keywords characterising the post modern traveller is 
quality, sustainability, respect, spontaneity, unpredictability, hybridity, uniqueness and the fact 
they are active (Poon in Lousdal & Sihm, 1997:23).  
However, it is important to acknowledge that post modernity is still a much debated and 
controversial term. According to Lyon, the notion of post modernity “...opfordrer til deltagelse i 
en debat om vore dages samfunds beskaffenhed og retning i globaliseret sammenhæng, og 
ikke som et begreb, der beskriver en allerede eksisterende tilstand.” (Lyon, 1995:113-114). 
Package holidays still exist, although the decline in demand is evident, and it is therefore 
important to beware that most people are probably situated somewhere in between the 
modern and the post modern outlook on the world. In other words, national borders are 
meaningful to some, while others consider themselves as hybrid cosmopolitans (Friedman in 
6Werbner & Modood (eds.), 1997). Thus, consumption choices in tourism is related to the 
creation and maintenance of identity (Dahl, 2004:9) as an individual’s travel style can be 
considered an act of self-identification and expression of his or her outlook on the world.    
The fact that Lonely Planet’s business concept addresses the independent travellers, an 
audience traditionally classified as innovators and early adapters (Rogers, 2003), would mean 
that if this was to continue to be the target audience, Lonely Planet would constantly have to 
renew the brand instead of adding to an already established image. Our assumption is that 
Lonely Planet of today is addressing the late majority and laggards just as much as to the two 
first groups. Since Lonely Planet’s unique selling point from the beginning has been to enable 
the experienced and adventure seeking traveller, the fact that most often these are innovators 
or early adaptors could constitute a problem for Lonely Planet.
Our initial considerations about Lonely Planet’s marketing strategies in a post modern context 
have led us to the following hypotheses:
Hypotheses:
1. There is a negative discourse regarding Lonely Planet’s brand.
2. Lonely Planet experience problems bound to the brand’s image; not as a consequence 
of a faulty product. 
3. Lonely Planet is no longer targeting their original main target group; independent and 
experimental travellers, i.e. innovators and early adapters. Rather the brand appeals to 
the majority, and is no longer perceived as cutting edge.
4. There is incoherence between Lonely Planet’s profile and image.
Research Problem:
This has lead us to the following research problem:
What implications do Lonely Planet’s marketing 
communication strategies have for the company’s image?
In order to answer the above research problem, we want to examine, how Lonely Planet’s
marketing strategies influence the company’s image. In order to investigate the relation 
between marketing strategies and image we will compare Lonely Planet’s profile with the 
image of the company held by consumers, as we see marketing communications as the 
company’s attempt to project the profile externally (Thøger Christensen, 2001:305). If there is 
7coherence between the profile and image, one of the main reasons could be that Lonely 
Planet’s marketing strategies are adequate. On the contrary, if incoherence between profile 
and image is identified, and our hypothesis that the product is not perceived as faulty cannot 
be rejected, Lonely Planet’s marketing communications may need to be reconsidered.
Delimitation
One of our initial assumptions is that the incoherence between Lonely Planet’s profile and 
consumers’ image of Lonely Planet is a consequence of the company’s marketing strategies 
rather than a faulty product. Based on this our focus is on investigating the corporate image 
rather than Lonely Planet’s products, as focus in this report is not marketing as such, but 
rather marketing communications.
Moreover, as we subscribe to a post modern outlook on the world, we believe that cultural 
differences bound to traditional demographic criteria such as nationality play a less significant 
role in today’s society, as individual’s are increasingly choosing their lifestyles and values from 
a global rather than a local platform. Lonely Planet’s audience is international, and we perceive 
the target groups as relatively alike across national boundaries. This results in the report 
omitting questions with regards to cultural differences across national boundaries. Furthermore 
we delimit ourselves from examining internal perspectives such as culture and identity within 
Lonely Planet as an organisation.
8Chapter Two
Methodological Framework
In this chapter different methodical questions related to our research are discussed. Initially, 
the design of the report is explained, making the structure of this evident to the reader. 
Subsequently we touch upon our meta theoretical approach; prior to expounding on the more 
detailed methodical choices. Methodical considerations concerning interpretations are placed 
immediately before the analysis in Chapter 4. Considerations concerning the report’s quality 
will be illuminated in connection with the conclusion.
Project Design
After outlining the themes and the research question of the report, the methodological 
considerations are accounted for in this chapter. Following this, we embark on the analysis of 
Lonely Planet’s marketing strategies, profile and image. First, the company is introduced in the 
case description of Lonely Planet, in which the company’s profile and marketing strategies are 
presented empirically as well as theoretically. Secondly, Lonely Planet’s image is analyzed 
based on empirical data from four focus group interviews with representatives from Lonely 
Planet’s target audience. In the succeeding discussion, the analysis of respectively Lonely 
Planet’s profile, image and marketing strategies are compared and discussed. The point of 
departure is the research problem illuminated in a societal and post modern context, after
which the communicative and strategic aspects are discussed in order to conclude on the 
research problem. The conclusion is followed by recommendations for Lonely Planet’s business 
model based on our theoretical and empirical findings.
Meta Theoretical Approach 
The meta theoretical position that forms the overall basis of this project is, in line with our 
understanding of contemporary tourism, inspired by a post modern approach to knowledge 
and the production of data. This means that we do not regard knowledge as objective and 
existing neither inside the individual nor outside in the world as a fact (Kvale, 2003:54). 
Rather, identity and cognition is socially constructed in the interaction between people (Collin 
& Købbe, 2003:268). With regards to our research problem, we find this meta theoretical 
position especially useful, as the construction of Lonely Planet’s image very much depends on 
the use of buzz marketing. In other words, it is the social interaction and negotiation in group 
processes that creates the individual perception of the company. 
9Our approach to interpretation is characterized by the abductive method, as we through
interaction between theory and empirical data create understandings and produce new 
knowledge (Kjørup, 1996:250pp.)2. The phase of interpretation stops when a meaning is 
established that seems sensible, and is characterized by “…en gyldig, enhedspræget mening 
uden indre modsigelser.” (Kvale, 2003:57). 
Whereas the constructivist approach provides an overall framework, we employ a 
phenomenological approach to explain the relevance of taking point of departure in concrete 
phenomena and peoples’ experience of these phenomena (Hansen, 2002:65). By applying a 
qualitative, phenomenological approach, we gain insight into Lonely Planet’s image, as it is 
experienced by consumers and into Lonely Planet’s profile, as it is experienced by a 
representative from Lonely Planet; and thereby understand: 
”…de sociale fænomener ud fra aktørernes egne perspektiver og (…) 
[beskrivelser af] verden, således som den opleves af 
interviewpersonerne (…) ud fra den forudsætning, at den afgørende 
virkelighed er, hvad mennesker opfatter den som.” (Kvale, 2003:61). 
Before discussing the more detailed methodical choices, we need to emphasize, that we do not 
find it sufficient to take point of departure solely in the individuals’ self-perception and their life 
world. Even though reality is made up of individuals’ perceptions, it is necessary to understand 
the social conditions that influence the individuals, in order to capture reality in its complexity. 
Therefore we employ theory on a societal level, using theory on post modernity. Furthermore 
we employ theory on a ‘meso’ level by involving theory on marketing communications. As we 
subscribe to a constructivist approach, we do not consider theories to be based on definitive 
truth. Rather, we consider theory an overall framework for understanding the social reality.  
It follows from the above, that our meta theoretical point of departure is closely linked to the
more detailed methodical choices. In the following sections these choices will be discussed. 
Focus Group Interviews
As argued in the previous section, the individual perception of Lonely Planet’s image is 
constructed in the social interaction and negotiation in group processes. In order to capture 
  
2 This way of interpretation is not logically valid since the interpretation concludes more than the empirical data 
substantiate. The weakness of this method is thus that it does not enable us to demonstrate our conclusions, like 
deduction does. The interpretation will therefore always be one possible way of interpretation among others, and thus 
it is not possible to determine whether the interpretation is true. Referring to our constructivist approach, we do not 
find this problematic in that we consider this to be the most sufficient way of producing knowledge (Kjørup, 
1996:250pp.).
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this interaction, we apply focus group interviews, rather than individual interviews3, as: 
”Fokusgruppers kombination af gruppeinteraktion og emnefokus gør dem som metode særligt 
velegnede til at producere empiriske data, der siger noget om betydningsdannelse i grupper.” 
(Halkier, 2003:12). Thus, the analysis and interpretation of data leads to an in-depth 
understanding of the participants’ construction of meaning and the different attitudes toward 
our subject of investigation. As it appears, the focus is on the different positions (what the 
participants agree and disagree upon) rather than how they reach these understandings. A
weak point of this method is the tendency to conformity and polarizations which can affect the 
variety of the participants’ statements (Halkier, 2003:12pp.). Nevertheless, the social influence 
from peers is what determines whether word of mouth is predominantly positive or negative, 
which affects the consumer’s image of Lonely Planet and its overall reputation. Thus, the 
polarizations and images that the focus group participants conform to are relevant for our
research problem4.
Composition of Focus Groups
Our intention was to let the focus groups consist of six to eight people (Halkier, 2003:38, 
Daymon & Holloway, 2002:191). Unfortunately we were only successful in meeting this goal in 
two of the focus groups5; in the other groups there were just four and five people. This is 
mainly due to cancellations on the days of the interviews. Nevertheless, the number of 
participants did not seem to have a great impact on the quality of the interaction6.
Our primary criterion for selecting the focus group participants were to have different 
characteristics relevant for the problem represented in each group, in order to ensure the 
dynamics of the focus groups (Halkier, 2003:30 & 39). Consequently we mixed participants 
who were predominantly positive towards Lonely Planet with participants who were 
predominantly negative, in each group. Secondly we therefore attempted to compose the focus 
groups of people who did not know each other beforehand, as we suspected they could have 
established an understanding and consensus of the subject beforehand. The initial contact to 
the participants was established through a survey. As part of this survey, we asked the 
  
3 Had we focused more on the individual’s own perceptions or feelings, individual interviews could probably have 
provided more thorough information about the individual subject’s lifeworld, simply due to the extra time spent on 
each participant. (Halkier, 2003:15-16). However, as we believe that social relations and control always influence the 
individual’s attitude and understanding, the interaction and discussion amongst the participants and the illumination of 
conflict and consensus areas were more valuable in this context (Halkier, 2003:16).   
4 Furthermore, within our field of research, there is a long-standing tradition for the use of qualitative focus group 
interviews, to predict future consumption patterns (Kvale, 2003:79).
5 In the first and the last focus group with respectively eight and six participants
6 Interestingly, it was the focus group consisting of five people, and not the group consisting of four people, in which 
the interaction was not as dynamic as intended. Therefore, in this particular case, it seemed to be the composition of 
the participants’ personalities rather than the number of participants that was decisive for the interaction.  
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participants to elaborate on their associations and connotations to the Lonely Planet brand. 
The selection of participants was then primarily based on their associations to Lonely Planet.
The third criterion, in terms of selection, was the participants’ gender, as we strived to have an 
equal amount of men and women in each group. This was in order to establish Lonely Planet’s 
image based on negotiations across gender barriers, as we believe this was most likely to 
resemble the construction of image in real life situations. This criterion was also met. 
However, as a result of the snowballing effect, with which the survey was administered 
through our networks, as described below, the majority of the focus group participants reflect 
our own age group, educational level, and place of residence. Consequently, all participants 
live in Copenhagen, and the focus groups suffered from an over-representation of people 
between 20 to 30 years of age, and of students, many of these communication-students from 
Copenhagen Business School and RUC7. However, another reason for this choice was that we 
did not want the groups to become completely heterogeneous. By composing the focus groups 
based on the criterion mentioned above, i.e. a combination of segmented and composed 
groups, we felt that the desired level of social exchange and interaction was ensured (Halkier, 
2003:31). An outline of the participants is placed in Appendix 12. 
An important reflection in connection with the composition of the focus groups is related to the 
fact that we ascribe to the post modern paradigm. According to our theoretical point of 
departure people create communities based on consumption rather than traditional 
demographical criteria. As a consequence of this approach, the selection and combination of 
focus group participants could have been solely based on their common relation to Lonely 
Planet. However, we felt that this would have caused the groups to be too heterogeneous, with 
possible negative consequences for the interaction. One reason for this could be that Lonely 
Planet targets all age groups (Chapter 3:20). Thus, a conflict between communities based on 
consumption and communities based on demographical criteria was located in connection with 
the selection of target group participants.      
From the outset, we decided to carry out four focus group interviews, as we felt that would be 
adequate for representing the diversity of attitudes and images towards Lonely Planet 
(Daymon & Holloway, 2002:191). Already at the second focus group interview, it became clear 
that many of the points of view were being repeated from the first focus group. Consequently, 
after the fourth and last focus group interview, we felt we had reached a saturation point and 
that additional focus group interviews would not add significant new knowledge. 
  
7 The consequences of the selection of the participants will be illuminated in line with the conclusions. 
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Interview Guides
Regarding the structure of the interviews we have chosen to use a combination of the loose 
and tight structure; what Halkier refers to as the ‘funnel model’. This model uses the 
advantages of both the tight and loose structure, in that it allows a certain freedom for the 
participants to discuss and interact as they like, as well as getting specific questions answered 
(Halkier, 2003:45) and hereby be able to make comparisons across the interviews (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994:17).   
The interview guide contains both specific questions and two more open-ended exercises 
inspired by the use of projective methods. These exercises are meant to help the participants 
express their thoughts and feelings, “...at provokere tankegangen udover det dagligdags, 
umiddelbart tilgængelige...” (Røbke, 1991:91-92 & 108). The reasons for the use of these 
methods is that we want to get beyond the product attributes and the functional benefits of 
the brand in order to obtain a deeper understanding of the emotional aspects of the image 
(Aaker, 2002:196). The first exercise is a small consumer imagery-exercise. The participants 
are shown 25 different pictures8 depicting people of different age, type, and user profile and 
are then asked to discuss the pictures, and agree on the three persons whom they find the 
most typical Lonely Planet users. The other exercise is a ‘value exercise’, i.e. a word 
association, where the participants are shown cards with different positive and negative values 
written on them. These values are derived from the survey as well as The Corporate 
Personality Scale (Davies (ed.), 2003:150). Again, they are asked to discuss the cards and
reach an agreement on which values they feel apply to Lonely Planet. The exercises proved 
successful in engaging the participants in the discussion, since the methods ‘forced’ the 
participants to negotiate and elaborate on their statements. The consumer imagery exercise 
and the value exercise are placed in Appendix 7 and 8 respectively.
Before the actual interviews took place, the interview guide was tested among fellow students. 
The pilot interview was valuable and resulted in slight changes in the imagery exercise. The 
interview guide is placed in Appendix 6.
Carrying out the interviews, we followed Halkier’s recommendations with regards to the role of 
the moderator and the importance of introductions (Halkier, 2003:54pp.). Two members of the 
project group were present at each interview and both functioned as moderators. Overall the 
interviews went well as we had some of our assumptions confirmed and new information 
  
8 We tried to obtain the highest degree of diversity among the depicted people. Therefore the pictures show: Young, 
old, female, male, different nationalities, groups of people, individuals, active people, people that were relaxing etc. 
Unfortunately we had not thought of including a person relaxing on a beach, which would have been useful in terms of 
establishing Lonely Planet’s brand according to changing paradigms within tourism.  
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presented. The atmosphere seemed relaxed, the debate was lively, and all the participants
contributed more or less to it. The interviews were conducted at Copenhagen Business School9.
Recording of Interviews
The interviews have all been recorded in the same way: They have been taped and everything 
unspoken is thus omitted (Kvale, 2003:161). Furthermore they have been transcribed, which 
also is a source of information loss since it is not possible to translate spoken language into 
written without interpretation (Kvale, 2003:167). In relation to the transcripts we have 
emphasized to reproduce the conversations as precise and detailed as possible (Halkier, 
2003:76). The transcripts are placed in Appendix 1 to 4.
Expert Interview 
In order to obtain an understanding of Lonely Planet’s profile, and learn about the company’s 
marketing tools, we chose to carry out a semi-structured interview (Kvale, 2003:133pp.) with 
the Marketing Manager of Lonely Planet10. The respondent functioned as an expert on Lonely 
Planet’s profile and use of marketing tools (Buciek, 1996:29p.). The interview took place in 
Lonely Planet’s office in London and all four members of the project group were present. The 
respondent seemed relaxed and overall, the interview went as expected, as it both confirmed 
our main assumptions and brought up new information. The interview was recorded the same 
way as the focus group interviews. The interview guide can be seen in Appendix 5, and the 
transcript is placed in Appendix A. 
Supplementary Quantitative Data
Although the project’s empirical fundament consist of primarily qualitative data, we found it 
relevant to supplement it with a few preliminary quantitative research results in order to 
qualify the qualitative methods (Halkier, 2003:18p.). The following sections outline these data.  
Questionnaire
A questionnaire was composed early in the process to provide us with a preliminary 
understanding of the important experiences and understandings on the field of study. With 
point of departure in this knowledge, we found ourselves in a good position to produce 
questions to the focus group interviews in order to activate as many different experiences and 
understandings in the debate as possible (Halkier, 2003:20p.). Furthermore, the questionnaire 
  
9 In our opinion, this was the best choice in order to make the participants feel as secure as possible about the 
uncommon situation an interview poses (Kvale, 2003:130), since everybody is on away ground, and thus more equal. 
Inviting the participants to one of our homes might make some of the participant feel intimidated. 
10 Originally, we had arranged an interview with the Marketing Director of Lonely Planet, Andy Riddle. However, he left 
Lonely Planet a short while before our meeting, and sat up a meeting with the Marketing Manager for us instead. 
14
formed the basis for the selection of participants for the focus group interviews, as stated 
earlier.
The questionnaire was designed to depict the distribution of positive and negative attitudes 
towards Lonely Planet11 and was emailed to persons from own network and to two mailing lists 
on RUC12. The email contained a personal greeting plus a request to the receiver to send the 
questionnaire on to his or her own network with the purpose of starting a snowball effect. The 
questionnaire contained ten questions, divided into four categories: Knowledge about Lonely 
Planet13, Travel activity14, Demography15 and Perception of Lonely Planet16. 
We did our best to ensure that the questions in the questionnaire were non-leading, easy to 
understand, and that the ‘answer categories’ were exhaustive. We tried to ensure this by for 
example conducting a pilot-test with four people from the target group before the 
questionnaire was sent out. 468 people answered the questionnaire, which we find satisfying. 
However, having analysed the replies we must conclude, that the questionnaire could have 
been designed better: First of all the questions are connected solely to the travel guide and not 
to any other of Lonely Planet’s products (travel TV programs, website etc.). Secondly the 
questionnaire is not designed to people who do not know Lonely Planet17. Thirdly we asked the 
participants’ about their phone numbers without explaining the purpose of this: Perhaps that 
meant that some people did not want to fill out the questionnaire. Finally, the distribution of 
the questionnaire implies that the results are not demographically representative. Many 
participants are students, quite some of which are from RUC. The questionnaire can be seen in 
Appendix 9. 
Media Picture of Lonely Planet
The quantitative data are furthermore represented by a study of the Danish media picture of 
Lonely Planet. The aim of the study is to measure two variables: 1) Whether or not there is a 
negative attitude towards Lonely Planet’s product, and 2) whether or not there is a negative 
attitude towards Lonely Planet’s image. In order to examine if the media picture of Lonely 
Planet has changed during the last decade, the variables are measured at three different 
  
11 The questionnaire was placed at the internet survey-module www.surveymonkey.com.
12 Komm.stud. and HA.stud.
13 Questions 1 and 3
14 Questions 4 and 5
15 Question 10
16 Questions 2, 6, 7, 8, and 9  
17 The questionnaire does not contain any explanations of what Lonely Planet is. It might have been a good idea, if the 
first question had examined the respondent’s knowledge of Lonely Planet. In case the respondent answered ‘none’ 
he/she could have been guided to question ten (because if the respondents have no knowledge about Lonely Planet, 
their answers are irrelevant to us).
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periods of times: The year 2004, 2000, and 1995. This issue is reflected upon further in 
Appendix 11. 
In the next chapter we will turn our attention to the profile and marketing strategies of Lonely 
Planet.
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Chapter 3
Case description
Lonely Planet has been called "…the world’s largest single influence on tourism" and the 
founder Tony Wheeler "…one of the people who changed the way the world travels" (Weill, 
2001:19). In this chapter the company Lonely Planet will be presented. Having outlined the 
organization, Lonely Planets profile will be examined prior to a presentation of the company’s 
marketing strategies. 
Outline of Lonely Planet 
Lonely Planet was founded by Tony and Maureen Wheeler in 1972. The couple had travelled 
from England through Asia to Australia and written a guidebook based on their own trip. The 
book ‘Across Asia on the Cheap’ instantly became a success. With its “meticulously researched 
information, communicated in a down-to-earth style” Lonely Planet had formed a new genre of 
travel guidebooks (Lewis et al., 1999:768-769).
Today, Lonely Planet publishes more than 650 titles in 14 languages, the spectrum ranging 
over country guides, region guides, city guides, walking guides, cuisine guides and
phrasebooks. In addition to this Lonely Planet offers a monthly newsletter, global phone cards, 
a digital library with more than 150,000 travel related pictures, B2B solutions and an internet 
community. The internet community is built around a bulletin board, The Thorn Tree and 
attracts more than 5,000 postings per day (www.lonelyplanet.com) and has 2 million unique 
hits per month (App. A:151-152).
The headquarters of Lonely Planet are in Melbourne (Australia) with regional offices in London 
(UK) and Oakland (US). The company employs more than 400 people and cooperates with 
about 150 freelance authors (www.lonelyplanet.com). Lonely Planet “…dominates the 
Australian market, leads the market in the United Kingdom, and ranks third in the United 
States. While its markets shares in Asia and Europe are smaller, growth prospects are high” 
(Weill, 2001:18). According to the Marketing Manager Malcolm O’Brien, Lonely Planet aims to 
maintain the market leader position and keep growing (App. A:630). In recent years Lonely 
Planet has been affected by international crises such as the war in Iraq and the SARS 
epidemic, influencing the travelling sector in general (App. 13).  In the ‘Directors Report and 
Financial Statements 2003’ it is stated that: 
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“Despite this [war on Iraq and SARS, ed.], Lonely Planet still achieved excellent 
sales growth in its main UK market, and further improved overall profitability. 
Major developments continue to be made in all areas of the company. The 
directors are pleased with the company’s current performance in difficult trading 
conditions and also with the plans presently in place to further strengthen the 
Lonely Planet brand and position in the UK and European markets.” (App. 13).
Lonely Planet is a well-known brand worldwide and the brand is considered to be one of the 
main assets of the company (Weill, 2001:20). According to Lonely Planet the success of the 
brand can be explained by: 
“…our understanding of travellers. We know what people want, what they 
respond to, their researching and buying patterns and their need for products 
and services. This allows us to understand and provide for all our customers’ 
interests and requirements…” (www.lonelyplanet.com). 
The success is furthermore ascribed to a large amount of published titles, frequent updates of 
the guidebooks18, brand loyalty, and the successful use of buzz marketing (Johnson, 
1999:350). Lonely Planet’s use of buzz marketing will be elaborated on in a forthcoming 
section of this chapter. 
Notions of Profile and Image 
According to O’Brien, it is “…of real importance that the reality and image [of Lonely Planet, 
ed.] match up. As soon as they start mismatching, then customers fall away.” (App. A:409-
410). Translating this quote to marketing terminology, O’Brien stresses the importance of 
coherency between the company's profile and image. Currently, a wide range of incoherent 
definitions of terms such as a company’s culture, identity, profile, image and reputation exist. 
As the report is focused around the notions of profile and image, we will give a short 
introduction to how these terms are used in the report. 
As our focus is centred at Lonely Planet’s external communications, internal dimensions such 
as the company’s foundation and organizational culture, comprising Lonely Planet’s identity 
(Schultz, 1997:295)19 are mainly relevant in connection with Lonely Planet’s profile. The profile 
is understood as the aspects of the identity the company emphasize in its external 
communications. The profile exists in between the identity and the image of the company, i.e. 
the profile is what the company says it is20. The identity is internal within the company, how it 
  
18 Every Lonely Planet guidebook is revised on average every two to three year (Johnson, 1999:350).
19 The image of the company furthermore influences the company’s identity, according to Thøger Christensen & 
Morsing (Thøger Christensen & Morsing, 2005:65).
20 Chapter 3 authors ? (Corporate rep. And competitiveness) and Christensen & Morsing refers to this as desired image 
(Davies (ed.), 2003:62 & Christensen & Morsing, 2005:62). However, in this project we have chosen to employ the 
notion of profile, in line with Højbjerg Christensen’s terminology (Højbjerg Christensen, 1993:8).
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views itself, as opposed to the image, which is how external stakeholders see the company, 
especially the view held by customers (Davies (ed.), 2003:61-62). Thøger Christensen & 
Morsing are concise in their definition of the relationship between profile and image: “Mens 
virksomhedens profil er summen af de tegn, der repræsenterer virksomheden, er imaget en 
fortolkning af virksomheden baseret på disse tegn.” (Thøger Christensen & Morsing, 2005:65). 
Højberg Christensen defines image in the following way: 
“Image is a mental template that reflects the company as if it was a person with 
a foundation (source), culture (behaviour), distinct core (why it is here) and 
profile. One’s own picture is always influenced by the view of the others (the
public reputation of the company).” (2002:29).
Davies et al. define reputation as “...a collective term referring to all stakeholders’ views of 
corporate reputation, including identity and image...” (Davies (ed.), 2003:61). Thus, 
reputation is an overall interpretation of the company, whereas image is a mental picture or an 
interpretation dependent on the interpreter and the group of stakeholders he or she belongs 
to. The customer and the shareholder may hold very divergent images of the company (Thøger 
Christensen & Morsing, 2005:63-64). When referring to Lonely Planet’s image in the singular, 
this refers to an authoritative interpretation, especially emphasised on behalf of other 
interpretations by the company as well as the stakeholders, according to Thøger Christensen & 
Morsing. In their view, there is no difference between this specific image of a company and its 
reputation (Thøger Christensen & Morsing, 2005:63). In the following the notion of image is 
chosen to employ the group of stakeholders we are concerned with, the consumers’ 
interpretation and perception of Lonely Planet. 
Moreover, Thøger Christensen & Morsing do not distinguish between the internal perception of 
a company’s image and the actual external image. However, this view is contradicted by 
theorists such as Dukerich & Carter, believing that the way members think the surroundings 
perceive the organisation and the surroundings actual perception of an organization are often 
incoherent (Dukerich & Carter in Schultz, Hatch & Larsen (eds.), 2000:104-105). We ascribe to 
this distinction and in the following we will refer to Lonely Planet’s perception of how outsiders 
view the company as perceived image. 
Lonely Planet’s Profile
On the website of Lonely Planet it is summed up that:
“Lonely Planet is passionate about bringing people together, about 
understanding our world, and about people sharing experiences that enrich 
everyone’s lives. We aim to inspire people to explore, have fun and travel often. 
And we strive to provide travellers everywhere with reliable, comprehensive and 
independent travel information” (www.lonelyplanet.com).
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It is furthermore expounded that Lonely Planet sees the company as part of a worldwide 
community of travellers and put emphasis on the integrity of Lonely Planet
(www.lonelyplanet.com).
According to O’Brien, Lonely Planet is first and foremost “…the friend of the independent 
traveller.” (App. A:423). Expanding on this O’Brien argues that travellers should use the 
guidebooks “…to help them make decisions but they should also trust their own abilities and 
judgement to go beyond the guidebook.” (App. A:429-430). Ideally travellers should reflect on 
information in the guidebooks – opposed to follow them one paragraph at the time (App. 
A:774-775). O’Brien identifies two distinct qualities embedded in Lonely Planet’s profile; 
enabling travel (App. A:427-428) and a thorough understanding of travellers: 
“...by having a really similar set of philosophies about travel, our attitude is 
similar to independent travellers, so we can really make that match between the 
image and the reality and have a friendship between Lonely Planet and 
independent travellers.” (App. A: 451-453).
According to O’Brien Lonely Planet offers solutions for what the company believes to be the 
main reasons for independent travelling: 
“Our books are about connecting with the communities that you visit, they are 
about adventurous experiences (...). And if you want to relax and escape which 
is the third most important reason for independent travellers travelling then we 
can help you do that as well” (App. A: 445-451). 
Another key for understanding the self-perception of Lonely Planet is the company’s confidence 
that the quality of Lonely Planet guidebooks is superior to competing products. According to 
O’Brien this superiority is a consequence of the research standards of the books, the way the 
authors are paid and because every book contains enough choices to suit any traveller’s need 
(App. A:425-432). Moreover O’Brien states that Lonely Planet has a positive reputation with 
regards to sustainable travel: “…our books are very good on sustainable travel (...) I think we 
have a very good reputation for that…” (App. A:650-652). A statement on Lonely Planet’s 
homepage supports this argument “…we want to enable everyone to travel with awareness, 
respect and care.” In O’Brien’s opinion, Lonely Planet ought to prioritize this area in the future. 
(App. A:652-659). 
O’Brien offers several reasons as to why Lonely Planet is sustainable; the organization actively 
seeks to ‘spread the load’ of tourism through publishing guidebooks to many different 
destinations, Lonely Planet “…work[s] with the communities to make sure that the tourism that 
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they’re creating is sustainable...” (App. A:737-738) and finally the company donates a 
percentage of its profits to charity (www.lonelyplanet.com). 
Lonely Planet’s target audience is defined as independent travellers and revolves around four 
different age groups. The target groups are globally consistent (App. A:461-493):
· Youth: It is assumed that targeting youth and students; first time travellers, is a good 
investment with great potential for building a strong brand loyalty.
· Free Spirits: This group of travellers is still relatively young. They have started 
working, but may not have settled down yet. They have more money than the youth 
segment, but only little time on their hands.
· Mid Life: Middle aged people seeking to explore local cultures, however preferring a 
more comfortable route.
· Mature travel: Pensioners with time and money on their hands 
According to O’Brien, Lonely Planet’s profile is cutting edge in some respects and mainstream 
in other: 
“‘So we always need to have something to keep Lonely Planet’s reputation for 
being cutting edge in travel, as well as recognizing that once something that’s 
been good and cutting edge tips over and becomes mainstream, we need to 
serve those customers as well.” (App. A:375-378).   
O’Brien argues that Lonely Planet is cutting edge as the company publishes guides to 
“…destinations around the world (…) that no-one else would” (App. A:369-370). Another 
reason is that Lonely Planet publishes ‘trendy books’ exemplified by the new concept book 
‘Experimental Travel’ about “...doing travel differently” (App. A:307-312).
Lonely Planet’s Perception of Own Image
Although O’Brien states that it is crucial for image and profile to match up, he does 
acknowledge that the media portrays Lonely Planet differently from Lonely Planet’s profile. As 
described above Lonely Planet’s target group is very broad. However, the media presents 
Lonely Planet in accordance with the traditional profile from the seventies, as a backpacker 
company. In our research of the Danish media picture of Lonely Planet this has also been 
evident (App. 11). O’Brien states:
“I think the reality now is that we are not just a backpacker company. But the 
media perception still goes back to ten years ago or more, when that was much 
more what we were about. So, there is a lag, and it is not reflecting us truly, but 
in some things the media can be very fast, but they can choose to be very, very 
slow.” (App. A:414-418). 
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However as long as the travellers do not share the media’s understanding of Lonely Planet, the 
above does not trouble O’Brien (App. A:865-870). In Chapter 4 Lonely Planet’s image among 
the target audience is analyzed and in Chapter 5 similarities and differences between the 
profile and image of Lonely Planet will be thoroughly discussed. 
Marketing Strategies
The marketing strategies of Lonely Planet are decentralized to the three main offices in 
Australia, the UK and the US. According to O’Brien strategies for marketing and branding of 
Lonely Planet travel guides are following a largely standardized geocentric approach all over 
the world with a split of around 60 per cent standardization and 40 per cent adaptation to the 
regional markets (App. A:602). The office in the UK covers the European and Asian markets
however, the organization as a whole follows guidelines from the head office in Melbourne. 
Thus interviewing O’Brien enabled us to achieve an understanding of Lonely Planet’s approach 
to marketing on a worldwide basis.
According to O’Brien, cultural differences are taken into account when tailoring marketing 
strategies to regional markets. However, as prescribed by a geocentric approach to 
international marketing, similarities are sought for between the national markets. This for 
instance enables a standardized approach to the markets in Scandinavia and the Netherlands 
(App. A:561-566).
O’Brien argues that as the customers of Lonely Planet in their nature are travelling, an 
incoherent image in different places will be unfortunate. Therefore, it is necessary to maintain 
a certain degree of standardization and consistency with regards to the profiling of Lonely 
Planet (App. A:563-565). With reference to the degree of standardization, it can be argued 
that Lonely Planet follows a strategy of pattern standardization. This implies that the 
headquarters spell out the positioning theme and the brand identity; the worldwide brand 
values are mapped out centrally whereas the responsibility for the execution and enactment is 
decentralized (Kotabe & Helsen, 2001:463).
According to O’Brien, Lonely Planet in general segments its target audience very broadly. This 
is most beneficial with regards to the campaigns of Lonely Planet, as these are consequently 
addressing one – very large - segment at a time. This enables the campaigns to be more 
focused and directed at the given segment (App. A:492-494). Furthermore as the different 
guidebooks are all targeted at specific segments, it is more likely that a given campaign has its 
communication strategy ‘right’.
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Marketing Tools: 
Relationship Marketing – Buzz Marketing
Two main tactical approaches can be identified within Lonely Planet’s marketing strategies; 
relationship marketing and buzz marketing. In the following these two marketing tools will be 
discussed in relation to Lonely Planet. The emphasis will be on buzz marketing. However, as 
Lonely Planet’s use of relationship marketing is closely interrelated with the strategy for buzz
marketing, this will be expounded on prior to a discussion of Lonely Planet’s use of buzz 
marketing. Initially a definition of the two concepts will set the scene.
As Lonely Planet takes pride in the company’s history and the fact that the company initially 
grew as a consequence of positive word of mouth communications, the organization 
emphasizes a continued reliance on buzz marketing (www.lonelyplanet.com). However, Lonely 
Planet also emphasizes a close relationship with the users of Lonely Planet guides and finds it 
important to state that it ‘understands travellers’ implying that the company has a thorough 
understanding of its customers (www.lonelyplanet.com). This approach to marketing 
communications is commonly referred to as relationship marketing. When using the term 
relationship marketing, we will lean towards Mohr and Nevin’s definition of the concept; 
“…a bidirectional flow to communications and an informality to the nature and 
timing of the information flow.” (Fill, 1999:5)
When using the term ‘word of mouth’ it is important to distinguish between different notions. 
In this report we will use the term ‘word of mouth communication’ when referring to the actual 
buzz. We find Pickton & Broderick’s definition of the concept adequate for our use of the term;
“Literally verbal communication between individuals. Word-of-mouth is typically 
a part of the total process of marketing communications in which messages are 
transmitted from sender to many receivers. Word-of-mouth communications are 
the conversations held between the receivers, whether or not all members 
received the original marketing communication. Opinion leaders and other 
reference group members may have a strong influence on the effectiveness of 
the original intended message." (Pickton & Broderick, 2001:723).
With reference to Fill, we will argue that a campaign geared for stimulating a buzz or word-of-
mouth communications is more likely to be successful if targeted at innovators and the early 
adaptors, as this will ease the diffusion process (Fill, 1999:39). When referring to Lonely 
Planet’s efforts to stimulate a positive buzz, we will use the term ‘buzz marketing’. 
As Lonely Planet’s website and electronic newsletter are among the company’s main tools for 
reaching the target groups, we will refer to the concept of viral marketing and we therefore 
find it important to classify what is meant by this term. Viral marketing is often addressed as 
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‘web based word-of-mouth’ which is how we will use the term. Adding to this definition, we 
believe that Beckman and Bell’s definition of viral marketing (VM) is self-explanatory;
“VM is in its essence a communication strategy that uses ideas, slogans, catch 
phrases and icons or a combination hereof to transmit a message concerning a 
product as fast and as widespread as possible within a given target group. It is 
often part of a branding strategy and it usually seeks to address opinion leaders 
and often also early adopters. VM, if successful, powerfully compounds the 
benefits of a first-mover advantage” (Beckman & Bell, 2001:4).
Lonely Planet’s Approach to Relationship Marketing
One of O’Brien’s initial points was that right from the outset Lonely Planet has not made use of 
traditional advertising aimed at creating awareness amongst potential customers. And 
according to O’Brien there are no plans of changing this strategy in the near future; 
“We haven’t found advertising historically to be the best use of our budget. 
We’re thinking critically about it – we know that advertising has a place but 
historically when we had less resources, that’s not how we used it. We wanted to 
use the creative grass root’s way to use a small resource to better advantage. 
Our resources have increased and we think advertising could find a place, but it 
can’t be the sort of blanket-throw-it-out-there-hope-it-creates-awareness kind of 
advertising. That’s dead” (App. A:606-611).
O’Brien argues that the main tool for marketing is campaigns targeted at specific segments, 
always built around participation from the target group. This is a most central aspect of Lonely 
Planet’s strategy, as it creates a potential for understanding the mindset of the target group; 
they are invited to share their travel ideas and desires with Lonely Planet. Furthermore, the 
organization relies on a large customer network to help inspire and generate new ideas for the 
guides. Lonely Planet is continuously working to enhance this network - which the participatory 
campaigns help doing. This can be viewed as traditional relationship marketing, inviting the 
customers and target group to share their ideas and desires with Lonely Planet in order for the 
company to provide a better product. 
According to O’Brien, encounters with Lonely Planet-users are one of the most important 
channels for the company to identify what the target group is looking for and require from 
Lonely Planet’s services. He emphasizes three major channels for feedback from the 
customers; Lonely Planet’s website, mail enquiries and face-to-face encounters at travel fairs. 
These channels for response is as much about marketing and profiling Lonely Planet, as it is a 
service to the customers and a way of getting a clearer picture of the customers. Seemingly, 
the participatory campaigns help enhance the contact between Lonely Planet and the target 
groups (App. A:205-211, 329-350). 
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The above outline of Lonely Planet’s communication channels to potential and existing 
customers implies that Lonely Planet’s communication with customers is dialogic. All of the 
company’s channels to the target groups leave room for feedback, and subsequently we 
understand Lonely Planet’s marketing strategies as relationship oriented. However, we will 
point to the fact that Lonely Planet’s argument, that the company has a thorough 
understanding of the customers because of this strategy, is inadequate. This implies that 
Lonely Planet’s relationship approach may result in Lonely Planet only being in touch with the 
core customers, not a representative percentage of Lonely Planet’s customers. With reference 
to The Thorn Tree it is for instance shown that in general most members of e-communities are 
in fact ‘lurkers’; not actively contributing themselves (Sands, 2003:30). This implies that most 
hits on The Thorn Tree come from people visiting the site in search of information, without 
posting questions or responding to questions. The discussion of whether Lonely Planet is in 
touch with the target groups will be expounded on in the analysis and discussion. 
Lonely Planet’s Approach to Buzz Marketing
O’Brien confirmed that the history of Lonely Planet is a major player in the decision to place a 
heavy reliance on buzz marketing (App. A:55-58). This does not seem to have been reflected
upon; however in another context O’Brien emphasized that even though Lonely Planet is the 
definitive market leader with regards to guidebooks, the company is aware of not bragging 
about this position nor being very explicit about it (App. A:626-627). This could be another 
reason for choosing to rely on buzz rather than traditional ‘in your face’-marketing campaigns, 
exposing the size and power of the company.
O’Brien emphasized that the campaigns and marketing strategies of Lonely Planet are indeed 
concerned with creating and enforcing word of mouth communications about Lonely Planet as 
a brand. According to him the buzz surrounding Lonely Planet is primarily generated from 
customer experiences with Lonely Planet guide books. Thus, when implementing new 
campaigns, creating circumstances under which buzz happens is one of the most important 
factors. The campaigns are therefore calling for participation and involvement and aim at 
making the target group engage in a debate on a specific topic related to travelling and Lonely 
Planet:
25
“I would say that the word of mouth is an effect of customer experience. We 
want to create the circumstances, under which word of mouth happens. This is 
by having campaigns which people participate in. Not in a very passive way, not 
in a ‘answer a simple question and send it in’ way. We want to ask questions 
that get people thinking and talking and debating because that is when it gets 
interesting.” (App. A:137-141).
 
This implies that the objective is to make people buzz about Lonely Planet with one another, 
create a buzz and generate positive word of mouth communications, as much as it is about 
getting feedback and response from the target group.
Following Metz, generating positive customer experiences is a fortunate way for creating a 
positive buzz around a brand, as people will want to share their positive experiences with 
others, making this ‘a buzz worthy moment’ (Metz, 2004:5). However, Lonely Planet applies 
several other strategies that according to Metz are feasible for creating a buzz. 
First of all, The Thorn Tree, Lonely Planet’s users’ forum, is a prime example of a customer 
community, as it provides a medium for shared information. Furthermore The Thorn Tree
provides a place in which users can meet peers and offers an opportunity for collective 
problem solving when or before travelling. According to Metz along with building the buzz, 
customer communities build loyalty towards a brand as well as provide a valuable feedback 
outlet, which in the end will contribute to increased sales and at the same time reduce costs 
for the company (Metz, 2004:7).  
Another tool Lonely Planet actively uses is trialability. When purchasing a travel guide from the 
Lonely Planet website, a purchaser can download the first chapter, as it will take a while for 
the book to reach the customer by airmail. Metz states that the concept of trialability has 
proved to be one of the best ways to encourage customers to try a new product for the first 
time (Metz, 2004:3). Furthermore, most customers will be pleasantly surprised by this service. 
According to Metz delivering unanticipated value is one of the greatest causes for customer 
satisfaction, which again will generate a greater customer loyalty and inspire buzz (Metz, 
2004:6).    
With regards to viral marketing, the web-based campaign for students that Lonely Planet has
planned for Summer 2005 is a great example (App. A:83-96), as the campaign aims at 
inspiring ‘pass alongs’ to friends of the participants, in the form of a hyperlink for participating
in a competition. Following Metz, pass alongs are one of the most common web based ways for 
creating a buzz or positive word-of-mouth communications (Metz, 2004:5).
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One important point is that people are twice more likely to buzz about negative than positive 
aspects of a brand (Mangold, Miller & Brockway, 1999:83). It is therefore crucial to focus on
not only delivering a product that greatly exceeds the customer’s expectation to it, but also 
ensure that there are no negative experiences connected to it. This may be difficult for Lonely 
Planet to ensure, as naturally a variety of factors influence the experiences Lonely Planet users 
have when travelling. In other words, travellers may connect own decision making and 
unsatisfying experience while travelling to the quality of the chosen guide book. We will 
therefore argue that controlling word of mouth communications is most difficult for a company 
like Lonely Planet. This point will be expounded on in the discussion.
After this introduction to Lonely Planet with regards to the history, profile as well as marketing 
strategies, we will turn to the analysis of Lonely Planet’s image. 
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Chapter 4
Analysis of Lonely Planet’s Image
Method of Analysis
Prior to the actual analysis, it will briefly be outlined how and why the analysis has been 
carried out the way it has. The empirical data analyzed in the following consists of the expert 
interview with Marketing Manager Malcolm O’Brien and the focus group interviews that were 
carried out with Danish representatives of Lonely Planet’s target audience. 
In order to make the transcripts of these interviews ready for the analysis we have chosen to 
code, categorize and relate them to theoretical concepts in line with Halkier’s 
recommendations (Halkier, 2002:78pp.). After the initial coding, we have categorized the 
codes. The categorizations are done on behalf of the focus group participants and O’Brien’s 
own categorizations, and a combination of codes (Halkier, 2002:81). This work resulted in six
central categories:
· Cutting edge versus mainstream
· Sustainability
· User imagery 
· Experiences offered by Lonely Planet
· Attitude to Lonely Planet 
· The sense of community
Although the above grouping has an element of subjective choice in it we believe it presents 
the produced data in an exhaustive and detailed manner. Prior to the categorization of the 
empirical data, the categories have been related to theoretical concepts. In the discussion the 
empirical findings from the analysis are discussed in relation to literature on post modernity 
and strategies for marketing communications (Halkier, 2002:81p.). 
The analysis is structured around the six categories. One theme at a time, the similarities and 
differences in Lonely Planet’s profile and image are discussed. As we have conducted
qualitative interviews, we are not measuring the spread of expressions and meanings. On the 
contrary we focus on understanding different expressions and meanings. Consequently, one 
participant’s point of view may be regarded as a position in the debate, even though he or she 
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is the only one voicing this opinion. Thus, the analysis is aimed at establishing whether or not 
there is incoherence between Lonely Planet’s profile and image.
A thorough understanding of Lonely Planet’s image and the relation between Lonely Planet’s 
image and profile enables us to discuss the influence of Lonely Planet’s marketing 
communication strategies on the company’s image in order to gain an understanding of our 
research problem. This discussion is placed in chapter 5. 
Cutting Edge versus Mainstream
According to O’Brien, Lonely Planet has grown due to a reputation of being on the cutting edge
of travel. Today, Lonely Planet is still oriented towards the cutting edge travellers but is also 
serving the more mainstream audience. This implies that Lonely Planet is serving a wide range 
of travellers with a generic product. O’Brien views the market as constantly evolving, and 
states that by continuously publishing new guide books to intrepid destinations, Lonely Planet 
can stay at the cutting edge of travel. Furthermore, O’Brien argues that a focus on publishing 
theme books about experimental travel for instance adds to placing Lonely Planet on the 
cutting edge of travel (Chapter 3:20).
Throughout the focus group interviews, we have discovered that some participants recognize 
elements of cutting edge in Lonely Planet. One participant explains one of her associations to 
Lonely Planet as:
“Også fordi det ligger op til at vi skal ud og finde de afkroge, som ikke alle har 
været i, og ’vi fandt denne her specielle café’ og så videre. Og så er det 
selvfølgelig sådan nogen folk som ikke har lyst til at være der, hvor der ikke er 
alt for mange turister, som også bruger Lonely Planet” (App. 4:142-144). 
Another participant expands: “Altså Lonely Planet har sådan en ’man sidder lidt på en bjergtop 
og laver mærkelige ting…’” (App. 2:263-264). This participant clearly distinguishes Lonely 
Planet from the mainstream, and connects it with remote areas and ‘odd’ activities.
Another participant connotes Lonely Planet to the concept of being ‘cutting edge’ but with a 
different connotation than the above: “Man kan jo godt sige ‘trendsættende’ (…) Hvis Lonely 
Planet skriver om et sted, så kommer der til at være en hel masse, der kommer det sted hen”
(App. 2:704-705). The emphasis is put on Lonely Planet creating the mainstream, rather than 
being on the cutting edge of travel. Furthermore, this brings up the point of The Beaten Track, 
which will be expanded upon below.
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The majority of participants expressed the attitude that Lonely Planet is “…helt klart ikke 
cutting edge mere, det løb er kørt.” (App. 1:816). Many participants seem to think that Lonely 
Planet used to be trendy and cutting edge, but has evolved into something that is distinctly 
mainstream (App. 1:1018). A final quote in relation to this point confirms our third hypothesis: 
“Men jeg synes ligesom at den [Lonely Planet, red.] har peaket, eller hvad man skal sige. Nu 
er det ligesom om at den begynder at blive… Tager afstand fra den” (App. 2:787-789). The 
perception that Lonely Planet is mainstream is connected to one of the most persistent 
negative connotations to Lonely Planet; The Beaten Track, implying that travellers using Lonely 
Planet follow the same routes when travelling.
We asked O’Brien to comment on The Beaten Track and to clarify how Lonely Planet as a
company is responds to it to which he stated: “We don’t tell people: You must go to Thailand. 
We have a guidebook to Thailand” (App. A:292-293). This argument is followed by the 
explanation that by ‘spreading the load’; enabling travellers to go almost everywhere in the 
world with a Lonely Planet book, the company is doing the opposite of creating The Beaten 
Track. Interestingly, this understanding is not reflected in the focus groups. Some participants 
connects The Beaten Track to Lonely Planet: “Så synes jeg godt at man kan sige at den er lidt 
mainstream, fordi at ( …) den får alle til at gå i samme retning” (App. 2:657-663). It is further 
pointed out that “…det [er] jo virkelig sådan, at man møder simpelthen de samme  mennesker 
i flere forskellige lande, flere forskellige steder, sådan helt uafhængigt. Fordi alle jo næsten 
tager den samme rute. Øhm. Og det er jo sådan lidt – ret ekstremt.” (App. 2:894-897). 
In some participants’ view, the existence of a beaten track is a nuisance and they are trying 
hard to avoid being part of this. Ebbe is an example of this view; if he experiences many 
people following the same routes it can make him change plans and go somewhere else (App. 
2:932-934). Other participants do not find the gathering of people problematic. Signe states: 
“…Altså, om jeg lige får set et eller andet sted hvor der ikke har været nogle før, det betyder 
ikke så meget for mig.” (App. 2:901-902). Finally, a few participants do not recognize The 
Beaten Track, because they do not connect travelling with a Lonely Planet guidebook to 
following the same routes (App. 1:725-727). Preben from the fourth focus group subscribes to 
this point of view and states that because people have different interests they choose different 
things to see and do when travelling: 
”Det er jo heller ikke som om at man er rundt og se det hele så. Man gør jo 
heller ikke nødvendigvis det, som alle andre gør. Jeg har det sådan at jeg 
udvælger to ting, som man vil se i den by, og så ser man dem. Jeg synes der er 
mange ting, jeg ikke gider. Det er sådan forskelligt med interesser og sådan.” 
(App. 4: 434-437).
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On the basis of the above discussion we will argue that in general Lonely Planet is not 
perceived as particularly cutting edge. On the contrary, the value mainstream was connected 
to Lonely Planet by almost all of the focus group participants. Although O’Brien explained how 
Lonely Planet is not the creator of a beaten track, many of the focus group participants related
Lonely Planet to this.
In the following theme Sustainability the participants’ perception of Lonely Planet’s connection 
to another nuance of The Beaten Track will be elaborated upon. In this it will be discussed how 
some participants perceive Lonely Planet as leading to non-sustainable tourism as a
consequence of leading many travellers to the same destinations.
Sustainability
According to O’Brien, one of the most influential and characteristic values of Lonely Planet is 
sustainability. O’Brien finds Lonely Planet to be sustainable because of the company’s effort to 
spread the load, the company’s work with local communities, and the donation of a percentage 
of sales to charity (Chapter 3:20). In the focus groups we identify two main attitudes 
connecting Lonely Planet to sustainability:
Dolph: ”Der var rigtig mange detaljer om lokale helligdage og om hvad man 
skulle passe på med, ikke bare i forhold til sin egen sikkerhed, men også med at 
være fornærmende, og hvad man sådan skulle… (...) …man blev mindet om du 
er gæst og husk lige på hvad der er af andre ting.”
Alexandra: ”Det er ikke noget jeg sådan forbinder, med den, at den sådan 
’respekterer lokale værdier’.(...) Jeg synes tværtimod måske at den bare skriver 
at ’nu skal du bare ud alle de her steder, og så skal du bare fyre den af’”. (App. 
4:715-724).
This shows that some participants view Lonely Planet as promoting sustainable tourism, while
others do not recognize this. The majority of the participants not connecting Lonely Planet to 
sustainable travel identify a need for responsible travel: “…de skulle til at lave noget om 
økoturisme. Det kunne jeg godt tænke mig.” (App. 2:1171-1173). This implies that Sanne is 
not aware of the efforts that Lonely Planet is making with regards to sustainability.
Some participants take this a step further and points to Lonely Planet as a destructive factor in 
itself: “…det kommer an på hvordan man ser på det, men (...) når det først står der – så bliver 
de fuldstændig overrendt som regel. Og på det punkt kan man måske godt sige, at det er 
ødelæggende.” (App. 2:725-729). Another participant brings up the above point with reference 
to the movie ‘The Beach’, in which Lonely Planet is exposed as having an eroding effect on 
small tourist destinations (App. 2:631-633).
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Some focus group participants, however, argue that the eroding consequences of mass 
tourism cannot be blamed on Lonely Planet alone. One participant explains: ”Så hvor meget 
kan jeg egentlig sige at de [Lonely Planet, red] ødelægger noget, fordi jeg gør det samme. På 
den måde kan jeg ikke rigtig sige at de gør noget, hvis jeg gør det samme.” (App. 4:958-960). 
In conclusion, it is evident that discussions about sustainability and negative stories about 
Lonely Planet’s effect on the development of tourist industries in developing countries 
blossomed during our focus groups. This is unfortunate for Lonely Planet as it can be seen as 
an indication of a link between Lonely Planet’s corporate brand, and the negative stories. After 
this discussion of how Lonely Planet’s is perceived with regards to sustainability, we turn to 
how focus group participant perceives Lonely Planet users.
User Imagery
Lonely Planet’s target group consists of four main segments (Chapter 3:20). In our view, the 
combination of the four segments points to the fact that Lonely Planet’s target groups include
almost any person who travels; as the only exclusions carried out are by emotional variables 
such as independence and travel interest. It is therefore interesting to see how the focus group 
participants view Lonely Planet’s target audience, as this is an indicator of their overall 
perception of Lonely Planet and the identity acquired by purchasing the brand. By using 
photographs of people we encouraged a discussion. This method was most beneficial, as 
everybody present uttered their understanding of the typical Lonely Planet user.
In the discussions of the photographs it was pointed out in all the focus groups that anyone 
could be a potential Lonely Planet user. Only when asking the participants to agree on three 
pictures, the associations to Lonely Planet became more specific.
In the first focus group the discussions were focused on young people. The debate was 
primarily concerned around backpackers versus the city break segment (App. 1:316-324).
In the second focus group, the participants reached a consensus on three photographs and the 
weight was explicitly put on diversity rather than stereotypes, cementing that the participants 
in this focus group believed that Lonely Planet had a broad scope. This meant that the group 
agreed on choosing no. 15, “...15’eren er jo nærmest taget ud af Lonely Planet” (App. 2:305-
306), as well as a more ‘urban’ type of person (no. 7), “...sådan en lidt smart, ung…” (App. 
2:294), both photographs depicting younger people. The third photograph however showed a 
family of five (no. 27), which they all agreed could be typical Lonely Planet users (App. 2:278-
279). 
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The third focus group had a long discussion (App. 
3:303-841) about which three photographs to 
choose but, unlike the second focus group, the 
participants quickly agreed to eliminate families 
(App. 3:337-341) and the city break segment: “… 
storbyferie, ud at få gode middage og god vin og 
det er sgu noget man kan finde i enhver 
guidebog. Og slet ikke i Lonely Planet for resten.” 
(App. 3:386-387). Furthermore in line with the 
first focus group, only younger people were 
considered and the discussion was more focused 
on what type of young people use Lonely Planet. 
The final selection; no. 1, 3 and 15 reflects this. 
The fourth and final focus group instantly agreed 
on no. 15, in line with focus group two and three 
(App. 4:127-144). As in the third focus group 
families were eliminated as Lonely Planet users, 
as: ”Altså jeg tænker ikke umiddelbart på familier, 
når jeg tænker Lonely Planet. For det er 
immervæk en lidt mere krævende måde at rejse 
på, så det er lidt svært at have børnene med, 
osv.”(App. 4:226-227). One participant mentions 
that “Jeg tror de eneste, jeg ikke har mødt, når man rejser med Lonely Planet, det er sådan 
familie typen. Men ellers har man set ældre ægtepar, unge mennesker, kærester i 30’erne 
osv.” (App. 4:285-286), but despite this single reference to age, it is summed up that “...vi 
hælder jo sådan meget til 30 og nedefter – eller dem mellem 20 og 30.” (App. 4:320).
In conclusion it is evident that the focus group participants’ perception of Lonely Planet’s target 
groups differs from O’Brien’s. Although some focus group participants do mention families and 
older people as Lonely Planet users, the consensus is primarily on younger people. After the 
discussion of Lonely Planet’s target groups, we will now turn to which travel experiences Lonely 
Planet is connected to. 
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Experiences Offered by Lonely Planet
In the following section, the experiences Lonely Planet believes independent travellers seek are 
compared to what travel experiences the focus group participants’ associate with Lonely 
Planet.
According to O’Brien, Lonely Planet’s information and recommendations to travellers are 
directed towards three main types of experiences: Interaction with the local culture, adventure 
and relaxation (Chapter 3:19). Furthermore, Lonely Planet’s guides cover a wide range of 
destinations, activities and price ranges, addressing varying target groups, as exemplified by 
O’Brien: 
“The shoestring range (...) recognises that when young people take off either for 
a long-term holiday or for a year they’ll often go and base themselves in one, 
quite large, region and explore it. They often have a (unclear) tight budget, so 
they want to save what they can so that they can stay for longer. (...) Then 
there’s a range called ‘Best-of’. At the moment we just have cities in this range. 
(...) city-break style travel has grown and grown so this has a slightly higher 
budget range, a mid to high end budget range, because again, people going 
away for the weekend they save on the flight (...) but then they tend to want to 
have a really good experience ‘cause they’re only away for two or three days. So 
they’ll spend a bit more on the restaurants that they go to and the hotel they 
stay in, you know, the night life that they enjoy.” (App. A:502-521).
However, in the focus groups, the overall perception of the experiences related to Lonely 
Planet was mainly coherent with what O’Brien describes in connection to their shoestring range 
aimed at the youth segment. Within the youth segment, the focus group participants from the 
first focus group particularly emphasised Lonely Planet’s connection to the ‘sabbatical trip’ that
many students venture out on, having completed their medium level certification. Lea, for 
example, mentions that the first time she used it was on “...den obligatoriske backpackertur 
efter gymnasiet i Mellem Amerika...” (App. 1:428-429). And Søren connects Lonely Planet to 
“...de der dannelsesrejser med en rygsæk uden for Europa.” (App. 1:689). This image of 
Lonely Planet as connected to low budget, and young students travelling for a long time is the 
reason why Maja has never purchased a Lonely Planet product:
”Det er bare netop det der gymnasierejsende, ikke? Og når man ikke ser sig selv 
som en der ta’r på den der gymnasierejse, så kan den måske virke lidt plat, fordi 
jeg associerer den med det. (…) Og som jeg ser det, så er det noget med at 
være væk i lang tid. Og det er måske nok også lidt det der med at spare penge, 
ikke? For hvis det er det, der er formålet med en rejse, så er det ikke mig. Altså 
det er jo ikke en negativ fordom om Lonely Planet, overhovedet, det er bare et 
andet formål, end det jeg har.” (App. 1:699-707). 
Thus, the sabbatical trip is an overall element in Lonely Planet’s image, which is contradictory 
to the profile as catering to all age groups.
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Another theme is South East Asia in connection to Lonely Planet. As Emil says: “Altså selve 
ordet klinger af den obligatoriske rejse til Østen…” (App. 1:531-532). The participants were 
divided between people who solely connected Lonely Planet to South East Asia and rural travel, 
and people who also connected it to city breaks. Bo’s statement is an example of the former: 
“...jeg forbinder bare ikke – jeg ved godt det er der – men jeg forbinder bare ikke Lonely 
Planet med storbyer, altså.” (App. 2:299-300). In the third group the subject is discussed as 
well, and Julie voices a broader perception: “Umiddelbart når jeg hører Lonely Planet så 
tænker jeg på dem der skal ud og trecke og ud til østen og virkeligt sådan nogen – langt væk. 
(Griner). Men man kan jo også bruge Lonely Planet hvis man skal til London.” (App. 3:252-
254).
The city versus rural holiday is related to the length of time Lonely Planet users are believed to 
travel. In the focus groups Lonely Planet was connected to long-term, rather than short-term, 
travel; the latter being significant for city-breaks. Henri mentions that travellers do not need 
the same amount of information when travelling in a city as when travelling in more remote 
rural destinations:
“…så er det sgu de færreste der rejser rundt i en storby i længere tid. Så jeg tror 
helt sikkert at man skal gøre det meget mere konkret og meget mere ind til 
benet.(…) ...den er meget nyttig hvis man er væk i en længere periode, for så 
har man netop brug for de her mange informationer.” (App. 4:839-843). 
Henri finds Lonely Planet’s guides thorough and exhaustive. But because he is going away for 
short periods of time, he does not need this load of information. Therefore he finds Lonely 
Planet boring to read and of little relevance to him (App. 4:597-615). Lonely Planet’s image as 
a tool for long-term travellers is also a reason why Maja has never used it: ”Jeg har heller 
aldrig brugt én, og jeg har valgt den fra hver gang. Fordi jeg ikke synes, at jeg har været på 
rejser, hvor jeg har været væk i lang nok tid til at bruge den.” (App. 1:476-477). 
The long-term outlook on travel in connection to Lonely Planet is significant for the perception 
of the spending ability of Lonely Planet users, which is reflected in the participants’ perception 
of what price level Lonely Planet operates within. As stated in the former section, O’Brien finds 
that Lonely Planet of today accommodates the needs of people with differing spending abilities, 
acknowledging that Lonely Planet used to solely cater for travellers on a budget.   
This view is in contrasts to the focus group participants’ perceptions, as they continuously refer 
to Lonely Planet as providing information on budget options for people with little spending 
ability. Jonas says it very clearly: “Som jeg forstår Lonely Planet så ligger det på et eller andet 
plan op til low budget.” (App. 3:518). Some focus group participants find this perceived focus 
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on budget annoying: “fordi jeg synes det er skideirriterende, at det er så fokuseret på at man 
skal spare penge og (...) det hele skal være så nærigt…ehh…hvad hedder det, altså i forhold til 
at jeg nu ikke længere er studerende.” (App.1:204-206). So, even though Lonely Planet is 
actually embracing a wider set of needs and interests than ‘backpacker mentality’, many of the 
focus group participants do not acknowledge this. It is even pointed out that: “…så kunne de jo 
godt lave en Lonely Planet for de voksne” (App. 1:1069-1070). 
Lonely Planet’s image as a budget guide is related to 
the perception of it as catering to long-term travellers 
in third world destinations. Subsequently, this image 
also influences what sort of experiences Lonely Planet 
guide books are perceived to provide. In terms of 
Lonely Planet’s profile as an enabler for adventurous 
travel, this aspect is debated in the focus groups in 
connection with photograph no. 2. According to the 
participants in the fourth focus group, adventure is 
characteristic for Lonely Planet, as exemplified: “…altså 
er man outdoor, så er man også Lonely Planet.” (App. 
4:136-137). Lonely Planet is also connected  to 
adventure in the sense of a travel experience that is in 
opposition to travelling comfortably and easy. And 
Lonely Planet is connected to extreme experiences such 
as “… ud, hvor der er mudder (…) …sidder lidt på en bjergtop og laver mærkelige ting” (App. 
2:261-269). Furthermore the guide book is often connected to trekking (App. 2:212). 
However, when discussing photograph no. 15 in the third focus group a participant mentions 
that: “...det ser alt for professionelt ud til at være en rigtig backpacker” (App. 3:565-566). In 
other words, the participants view professional adventure as different from backpacking with 
Lonely Planet. 
Concerning cultural tourism, or what O’Brien refers to as connecting with local communities 
(Chapter 3:19), the consensus among the participants is that Lonely Planet is more about 
anthropological culture than aesthetic culture. Bo from the second focus group mentions this 
issue in connection to no. 10: 
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“Det er et eksempel på kulturturisten. Og, det er lang tid siden jeg har læst 
Lonely Planet, men det er meget den type som jeg opfatter der er i. Altså nu 
skal vi ud. Og vi skal se rigtig kulturelle ud og stå ved siden af nogle indfødte.” 
(App. 2:132-134). 
In accordance with this point of view Esben from the third focus group in his understanding of 
Lonely Planet, emphasise nature experiences and practical information rather than information 
about aesthetic culture: 
”Man kan også se at Lonely Planet de ligger vægt på nogen andre ting. Altså alt 
sådan noget finkulturelt og sådan noget det står der faktisk intet om. (...) Det er 
meget sådan transport og hvad skal man ud og se, naturen og den slags ting.” 
(App. 3:270-273).
The relaxation aspect was not mentioned by any of the participants. In fact, one participant 
points out that: “De kunne godt ligne sådan nogle som var taget til Calella, ik’? Og så bruger 
de ikke Lonely Planet i hvert fald.” (App. 2:432-433). We will argue that the above constitutes 
an example of how the focus group participants do not connect charter tourism (traditionally 
connected to escape and relaxation) with Lonely Planet. Furthermore, the consensus that 
Lonely Planet provides alternative experiences rather than information about main tourist 
attractions was established throughout the focus groups. Julie explains: 
“Ja, at det ikke er de sædvanlige museer man 
skal ind og se eller at man skal opleve 
Eiffeltårnet eller sådan noget. Det står der 
sikkert også, men de ligger jo også vægt på 
nogen andre oplevelser, som at gå ind på en 
speciel bar og drikke en helt speciel øl eller et 
helt specielt glas vin eller et eller andet ikke.” 
(App. 3:1539-1542). 
In general, the typical Lonely Planet travel is 
perceived to be a sabbatical trip: The long term, low 
budget travel to rural destinations out of Europe. 
These aspects of Lonely Planet’s image are not 
coherent with Lonely Planet’s profile as catering to 
all age groups, to city-break travellers and to 
travellers at all income-levels. In terms of the 
experiences that the participants connect to Lonely 
Planet, there is a focus on outdoor and nature such 
as trekking, which is similar to Lonely Planet’s focus on adventure. Regarding cultural 
experiences, the participants mainly connected Lonely Planet to anthropological culture i.e. 
interacting and experiencing the local culture in accordance with Lonely Planet’s profile as 
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enabling travellers to connect with the local community. However, Lonely Planet is not 
perceived as promoting and providing information about aesthetic culture such as museums, 
art galleries and theatre, an aspect that may be related to the lack of coherence between the 
profile and image in terms of the city-break segment. After the above examination of 
experiences connected to Lonely Planet, the next section is centred on the relationship 
between Lonely Planet and the customers.
 
Attitude to Lonely Planet 
In a simplified manner, three different attitudes to Lonely Planet can be gathered from the 
focus groups. Either 1) Lonely Planet is essential for travelling and viewed as a good friend, 2) 
Lonely Planet is consciously avoided, as it is not perceived to enable independent travel, or 3) 
Lonely Planet is used as a practical device because of the quality and standard of the guide 
books. 
As mentioned in the case description, Lonely Planet’s profile is ‘the friend of the independent 
traveller’. This friendship is based on a common interest in travelling. This profile exists 
somewhere in between the first and last category, as Lonely Planet not only wants to enable 
independent travel but also to be friends with the travellers. O’Brien speaks of a mix of the 
first and the third category as the preferred audience, as ideally “...travellers should bring their 
own creativity (...) You know, take some responsibility for the experiences that you have as a 
traveller as well, and we’ll help you as much as we can (laughing)” (App. A:774-775 & 787-
789). He furthermore connects the first category to first time travellers: “I can understand 
people on the first trip (…) if they’re nervous travellers needing a safety net, sometimes 
clinging quite quickly to any advice that they can find or get from other travellers or from our 
guidebooks” (App. A:775-777).
Lene identifies Lonely Planet as a security for the first time traveller (App. 1:659-678). Another 
participant refer to our first category as: ”…nogen unge, der er ude at rejse for første gang og 
som lever i den der bog. Tæt ind til kroppen og kigger hver gang man skal noget.” 
(App.4:211-212).
However, none of the participants in the focus groups voiced the opinion that this was the kind 
of relationship, they themselves had with Lonely Planet. On the contrary, they distanced 
themselves from it: 
”…jeg synes netop at jeg har ikke brug for den som en rejsepartner. Og det 
synes jeg godt det kan blive med Politikens ’Turen går til…’ At man netop får lidt 
dikteret hvor man skal hen, og der er den anden [Lonely Planet, red.] et bud-
agtigt.” (App. 4:671-673).
38
However, if some of the participants actually did have a closer relationship with Lonely Planet 
and felt more dependent on its advice, the reason for not revealing this attitude may be a 
consensus in the given focus group that this was not seen as a cool way of travelling. 
With regards to the second attitude, the concept of coolness and more specifically whether or 
not Lonely Planet is cool was much discussed in the focus groups. According to Alexandra, a 
problem in this relation is that the experiences become mainstream with Lonely Planet ”...fordi 
alle rejser rundt med den som bibelen, ikke?” (App. 4:395-396). Because of the dependency 
on Lonely Planet, Julie questions the authenticity and value of the experiences the guide books 
provide: “Men så er spørgsmålet, hvor anderledes bli’r det når det først er i Lonely Planet?” 
(App. 3:1521-1522). The perception of travellers depending on Lonely Planet and consequently
travelling to the same places has given the brand an uncool image: “...man gider ikke at gøre 
som alle de andre der skal være backpackere og ud at opleve verden.” (App.3:1866-1867). 
Moreover, Carl distinguishes between travelling in a free and coincidental manner and 
following Lonely Planet slavishly:
“...hvis man godt vil ud og være sådan lidt fri og ska’ bare ud og opleve noget 
og ta’ det som det kommer, så er det jo heller ikke fedt at sige at man – alt det 
jeg har taget som kom, det var fordi at det stod i den rækkefølge i bogen.” 
(App. 3:1895-1898).
The focus group participants generally perceive travelling in a random and coincidental manner 
rather than having one’s nose buried in a Lonely Planet guidebook as the cool, exciting and 
independent way of travelling: 
“...man siger heller ikke så gerne, tror jeg, at man bruger den. Altså man er lidt 
mere fed med de fede og rejser bare ud og oplever verden, ikke? Og så siger 
man ikke sådan rigtigt at man også lige bruger Lonely Planet, tror jeg.” (App. 
3:1857-1859).
Another participant connects being an experienced traveller to travelling independently without 
a guide book: 
“Jeg har en ven der har været i Sydafrika i seks måneder. Han har lige rejst i 
Afrika, dernede omkring, i fire-fem måneder uden at have bogen med. Han følte 
at han var lidt ovre, at man havde brug for en rejsebog, fordi han havde været 
mange steder og sådan. (…) Han syntes det var super fedt at gøre det men nok 
sværere.” (App. 4:521-527).
This implies that according to some of the focus group participants travelling independently 
without Lonely Planet creates more exciting experiences. We see this as an indication that the 
second category is very much where the ‘trendy’ travellers see themselves, and where other 
travellers strive to be. However, it should be noted, that some participants connect Lonely 
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Planet to independent travel. Julie describes Lonely Planet users as:”…dem som rejser på egen 
hånd og selv opsøger nogen ting (App. 3:233-234).
Within the focus groups, the third attitude to travelling was predominant. Rather than being 
seen as a lifestyle accessory, Lonely Planet is viewed as mainly a practical tool, an 
understanding of the brand which is interconnected with its status of mainstream rather than 
cutting edge. This can be seen in Lars’ and Jonas’ views, respectively: “…den er stadigvæk 
praktisk og sådan noget, men den er bare ikke smart mere.” (App. 1:822-823) and ”Det er jo 
ikke meningen det skal være trendsættende, det er meningen det skal være brugbart.” (App. 
3:994-995). This practical attitude to Lonely Planet is connected to a feeling of safety or a 
‘just-in-case’ approach, should something unexpected happen. As Lea argues, there are many 
different ways of using the guidebooks and different dependency levels: 
” Det er mere, hvis vi står der og ikke ved, hvor vi skal sove, så er det altså rart 
at have den med. Altså til det der, hvis man lige pludselig virkelig er på 
skideren, jamen, så kan man i det mindste se i den” (App. 1:358-359).
Anne sums it up by saying that: ”Altså det gode ved den bog er, at der er alt.” (App. 2:1097) 
and it is therefore up to the individual traveller to use it according to his or her personal needs.
As mentioned, the majority of the participants in the focus groups believe that they 
themselves belong to the third category, primarily using Lonely Planet for practical purposes. 
When discussing the travellers who purposely do not use Lonely Planet, the reason for this was 
the association between Lonely Planet and The Beaten Track mentality, rather than the quality 
of the product. True explorers were not believed to use Lonely Planet as this would contradict 
their need for great challenges in creating own experiences independently of a guide book 
(App. 4:458-463). Furthermore, as discussed above in relation to the concept of coolness, 
travelling in this manner provides them with the desired identity as a true explorer. Seen from 
the perspective of the true explorer, Lonely Planet restricts the traveller’s independency rather 
than promote it. Furthermore, clinging to Lonely Planet is seen as uncool. It is however also 
pointed out, that Lonely Planet guide books are practical, and that this is the primary attribute.  
Having outlined the three main attitudes towards Lonely Planet, the following section will 
revolve around another aspect of the relationship between Lonely Planet and the target 
groups. The target groups’ desire for engaging in a community with and around Lonely Planet
is examined in the forthcoming section. 
 
40
A Sense of Community 
Lonely Planet portrays itself as a forum for independent travellers in which they can meet and
share experiences. This sense of community is seen as a prerequisite for Lonely Planet being a 
publisher of guidebooks for independent travellers, as the books are updated and adapted to 
the travellers’ needs and desires through the feedback Lonely Planet receives (Chapter 3:23). 
Involvement, participation and feedback are keywords in Lonely Planet’s concept, which is why 
it is of great importance for the company to appear obliging and open for dialogue. With 
regards to Lonely Planet’s campaigns O’Brien describes the above in the following way: 
“...built into each campaign is this principle of participation. And it is that, which 
we believe will create the circumstances where a traveller, a potential customer 
for Lonely Planet, for our guidebooks or our services, will be made to feel that 
having a relationship with Lonely Planet is a good thing.” (App. A:77-80).  
When talking about another channel of feedback, the travel fairs, it becomes very clear that 
O’Brien believes this relationship is alive and well (Chapter 3:23).  
According to some participants, the fact that the book is based on contributions from a wide 
range of people is what makes Lonely Planet experiences authentic. This is for instance Jonas’ 
point of view, as he does not believe authenticity is ruined by many travellers having the same 
experience. (App. 3:1507-1511). 
In opposition to this opinion other participants do not consider the contribution of fellow 
travellers to be entirely positive. Sanne for instance, is aware of the possibility of writing to 
Lonely Planet with own experiences and updates, but she does not refer to herself as part of a 
community. For her, the fact that fellow travellers can contribute to the guide books is 
ambiguous (App. 2:770-779). It is positive in the sense that it means frequent updates, but in 
this connection she points out that due to the size of Lonely Planet – she refers to it as a 
“...kæmpe koncern” (App. 2:777) – it can never become trendsetting (App. 2:774). From this 
it appears that the value of the community i.e. interaction with and participation by the 
customers, is outweighed by the problems concerning the perception of the brand as 
mainstream.
With regards to the size of Lonely Planet O’Brien states that one of the goals for the future is 
to maintain the position as market leader (chapter 3:16). However, O’Brien also claims that 
Lonely Planet has achieved the market leader position by keeping a low profile: “...by never 
talking about how big we are, we’ve never bragged in that kind of way. We’re still humble 
about what we’ve achieved.” (App. A:626-627). It seems paradoxical, that Lonely Planet is 
trying to disparage the size of the company. Having analyzed the focus group interviews, we 
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must also conclude, that Lonely Planet has not managed to do so. The participants’ do not 
view Lonely Planet as small. An example is when Esben asks if Lonely Planet is one of the best-
selling guide books, and when affirmed, he comments that then it is no longer a niche product. 
Jonas elaborates: “Den har sejret ad helvede til hvis den forsøger at være et niche-produkt.” 
(App. 3:1221). This ambiguity of wanting to provide an alternative kind of experience and at 
the same time being the largest guide book publisher has not gone unnoticed by the audience. 
In the first focus group, Lene associates Lonely Planet to the monopoly she feels Lonely Planet 
has on the guidebook market. She has tried to use another guide book, which turned out to be 
less practical for her, hence she feels there is no alternative that can fulfil her demands. 
Consequently, she will have to live with the fact that she, just like everyone else, is following a 
beaten track (App. 1:256-260). 
Lonely Planet’s current status as a mainstream brand and a major multinational publisher in 
the perception of the focus groups stands in the way of the perception of Lonely Planet as a 
company to engage with. Why share secret spots with millions of other people only for these to 
become overcrowded? Carl describes it this way: 
“Det er jo det der er det kæmpestore minus, ikke? Altså hvis man godt vil bevare de der 
små steder at tage til, som ligesom er idéen med det der med at man skal ud og se noget 
nyt, så er det jo… Altså det dræber jo med det samme det sted lige så snart det kommer i 
Lonely Planet.” (App. 3:1445-1447). 
In conclusion, it can be said that the sense of community that O’Brien sees as a prerequisite 
for being a guide book publisher, is not sought by consumers. The returning point of the 
conflict in trying to sell the same unique experience to everybody, thus taking the uniqueness 
out of the experience, comes up again. Finally it can be noted that Lonely Planet’s effort with 
regards to not being perceived as a large multinational seems to be failing.
Lonely Planet’s Image
Having analyzed the relation between Lonely Planet’s profile and image, we can conclude that 
in many respects there is incoherence between the two. To nuance our findings, we have 
identified three main positions in the partcipants’ discussion about Lonely Planet’s image. 
These positions are constructed models, where data is condensed to a few main categories. 
Naturally, none of the participants fit into one exact category; they all have traits from more 
than one type. The models below are derived from and structured according to the six themes 
in the analysis.
1. The Time Lagged Traveller - Image = Old Profile 
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One position in the debate is that Lonely Planet’s image is thought to be almost coherent to 
Lonely Planet’s old profile. This means, that Lonely Planet is held in high esteem and is 
perceived as a necessity whilst travelling:
· Lonely Planet’s brand is thought to be cutting edge – The Beaten Track is not identified
· The notion of sustainability is not touched upon
· Lonely Planet caters to young people
· Lonely Planet allows for extreme, unique and intrepid travel experiences
· Lonely Planet is perceived as a best friend – a bible. The guides are followed almost 
slavish
· Lonely Planet is perceived as a friend and the participants happily identify themselves 
as part of a community
2. The Modern Traveller - Image = Profile  
In the analysis it has become clear that Lonely Planet’s profile is almost coherent with the 
image present among some of the focus group participants. Thus, this group values Lonely 
Planet highly:
· Lonely Planet’s brand is thought to be trendsetting as well as mainstream – The Beaten 
Track is recognized, however, it is not seen as a problem 
· Lonely Planet promotes sustainable tourism 
· Lonely Planet caters to everybody regardless of demographics
· Lonely Planet offers a diversity of travel experiences from city breaks to mud trails 
· Lonely Planet is used as a practical device 
· Lonely Planet is perceived as a friend and the participants identify the possibility for 
engaging in a community with Lonely Planet and other Lonely Planet users
3. The Post Modern Traveller - Image >< Profile
A final position identified among the participants is that Lonely Planet’s image is incoherent 
with Lonely Planet’s profile. Lonely Planet’s brand is perceived as uncool and people in this 
group dissociate themselves from the brand:
· Lonely Planet’s brand is perceived as mainstream – following The Beaten Track is 
considered to be a sign of unreflective and unoriginal group mentality
· Lonely Planet is perceived as non-sustainable
· Lonely Planet primarily caters for young and immature people, thus people that do not 
identify themselves as youth are repelled from Lonely Planet.
· Lonely Planet is preferably not used at all. At maximum as a practical device, because 
of no alternatives 
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· Neither a relationship with Lonely Planet nor the community around the company is 
desired. On the contrary absolute independence is strived for 
· This position has strong traits from the post modern traveller initially touched upon in 
the introduction. These types of travellers furthermore resemble what is termed 
innovators and early adaptors 
The third model the post modern traveller is the most negative towards Lonely Planet and is 
furthermore identified as an innovator. We believe it is relevant to take a closer look at the 
post modern traveller. As the post modern traveller is identified as an innovator within 
travelling and may resemble the future of travelling it is necessary to establish a clear picture 
of this model in order to understand the challenges Lonely Planet will be facing in the future. 
In the following we will, with a point of departure in the focus group interviews, elaborate on 
the post modern traveller. This will be expanded upon in the discussion.
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The Post Modern Traveller
As pointed out in the introduction, tourism is undergoing a significant change from traditional 
mass tourism to individual travel. According to O’Brien this development provides new
opportunities for Lonely Planet:
“I think the internet as well has made a massive difference to the way people 
book their holidays. So instead of the high-street travel agent and you go and 
you buy a package; your flight, your accommodation, your trips, they are all in a 
package, a lot of people who are turning to independent travel now, are doing it 
because they love the power or the self-fulfilment of booking their travels 
themselves using the web, and in fact it’s easier. More and more people who 
might have travelled in a package style are turning to independent travel. (..) 
And whereas they didn’t need a guidebook for their old patterns of travel, 
they’re discovering now that a guidebook can really help them have a great trip. 
So it’s all these things changing and it’s important for us to change as well.” 
(App. A: 531-541). 
Thus, according to the above model of the post modern traveller as well as according to Lonely 
Planet, post modern tourism seems to already be at play. However, a significant difference in 
attitudes towards this phenomenon can be detected. 
In the focus group participants’ view, the future trend of independent travel is to discard the 
guidebook in order to coincidentally run into the exciting experiences, rather than follow a 
beaten track. In these cases, Lonely Planet is perceived as a hindrance rather than an enabler 
of independent travel. Lonely Planet must have detected this line of development as well, as 
the company has responded by launching a new type of travel guide called ‘Experimental 
Travel’ with the paradoxical purpose of helping travellers escape The Beaten Track by 
travelling in a more coincidental manner. According to O’Brien “…this is going to send 
travellers in different directions instead of just going in the same direction and overcrowd a 
historic site (…) So experimental travel is about doing travel differently…” (App. A:311-312 & 
316-317). Furthermore this statement can be seen as an omitance that Lonely Planet is in fact 
creating a beaten track. Whether travellers feel that they need advice on how to travel in a 
spontaneous manner when in reality this is very simple, can be questioned. This is exemplified 
by Sanne, saying that her parents used Lonely Planet to give them an overview “og de havde 
også det der med, at så slog de plat eller krone om de skulle til højre eller venstre.” (App. 
2:1046-1047). The publishing of ‘Experimental Travel’ implies that Lonely Planet acknowledges 
that for a certain segment, possibly the innovators and early adapters, it is necessary for 
Lonely Planet to renew the guidebook.
One focus group participant with traits of the modern as well as the post modern traveller 
reflects on the contradictions in Lonely Planet’s concept:
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“Og altså, (…) det er der, hvor at den skyder sig selv super meget I foden, ikke? 
Fordi, det er jo ikke det de prøver at signalere, vel? De prøver at signalere noget 
der appellerer til de personer, vi lige snakkede om, ikke? Dem der sidder på 
klippen, dem der tager de lange seje treks ud til det øde, hvor der ikke er noget. 
Men når man så laver sådan en stor reklame (…) så er det jo netop, at det er 
væk, og så er Lonely Planet ikke det, de siger, de er. Eller det som de i alt fald 
udtrykker, at de gerne vil være. Altså, jeg er begyndt at få et problem med den 
her bog, men jeg kan sgu ikke lade være med at købe den alligevel, det irriterer 
mig.” (App. 1: 552-560).
Another participant refers to the same dilemma by saying that ”den bider lidt sig selv i halen”
(App. 3:1481), “så et eller andet sted så æder den lidt sig selv op.” (App. 3:1490). Later he 
elaborates on this point: 
”Det er det der er problemet, lige så snart man laver en rejsebog der går til 
steder hvor der ikke skal være nogen rejsende, så ødelægger det ligesom hele 
idéen ikke, med at tage til et sted hvor der ikke er nogen rejsende. Så at lave en 
rejsebog, det er sådan en lidt mærkelig idé.” (App. 3:1628-1630).
However, critical voices towards these points of view also emerged in the focus group 
discussions. One participant says that he does not feel it appropriate to blame Lonely Planet 
for guiding people in the same direction, as he himself is visiting the exact places when 
travelling (App. 4:954-960). In another focus group the same issue is brought up: 
“…det er jo ikke nødvendigvis bogens skyld, altså det er jo lige så meget vores 
egen skyld, ikke? I kraft af efterspørgslen. Du kan jo ikke klandre bogen for, at 
den skal holde tingene hemmelige. Men så lever den måske bare ikke op til sin 
egen standard. Synes jeg ikke.” (App. 1:847-849).
The increasing globalization in the post modern era has, due to technological development and 
increased living standards in the western world, provided an extended opportunity for travel. 
This is brought up by a number of the focus group participants:
“Måske er det også mere nu blevet muliggjort, at man rejser så langt, ikke? 
Måske er verden også blevet mindre…” (App. 1:1022-1023), ”Det er vel også 
noget med behov. Altså fordi de der, lige meget hvad så er der flere folk der har 
adgang til at rejse lige meget hvor langt væk.” (App. 1:1032-1032).
The problematic mainstream image is also connected to the globalization issue, as one 
participant puts it “…jeg tror den var mere cutting edge i halvfjerdserne…” (App. 1:1035), 
because there were still places left in the world to be discovered. Carl from the third focus 
group still believe in untouched places; however, he does not believe they are to be found in 
Lonely Planet: “Altså hvis man godt vil til sådan et rigtigt sted, så ta’r man jo ikke Lonely 
Planet med vel, så ta’r man til et sted der ikke er opdaget endnu.” (App. 3:1453-1454). This is 
going to be difficult according to a participant from a different focus group: “...efterhånden er 
hele verden jo dækket ind, altså hele verden ligger i de der rejsebøger. Så efterhånden er det 
svært at komme steder, der ikke er omfattet af de der bøger.” (App. 4:544-546). This is the 
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reason why another participant does not think it is possible to make a cutting edge travel 
guide today: “Altså nu er der jo kun et Thailand, der er jo kun et Mexico. Så kan de jo 
promovere forskellige hoteller, men verden er jo den samme.” (App. 1:1049-1050).
As described above, globalization is changing the outlook on travel. From the focus group 
discussions it is evident that the reasons for travelling are shifting from observing different 
cultures to participating locally. In other words, the boundaries between the global and the 
local become less distinct. Many participants mentioned visiting friends as a reason for 
travelling, in which case a guidebook is unnecessary. For instance Maja states she has never 
used Lonely Planet, arguing that: 
“…jeg er måske taget ud til et sted, hvor jeg kendte nogen, der boede, så jeg 
havde, som du siger, en ’levende guide’, ik’? Og så har man jo ikke brug for en 
Lonely Planet, hvis man har et sted at bo og har en, der kan fortælle en, hvad 
der er.” (App. 1:477-480).
According to Ebbe, the information you get from friends and the local media is more reliable 
and updated than Lonely Planet:
“Her sidste år, der havde jeg et par canadiske venner som kom over, og de 
havde selvfølgelig tjekket deres hjemmesider og købt Lonely Planet til Danmark 
og sådan noget, ik’? Men det var bare sådan, de ting der stod i, altså, de var 
ikke særligt aktuelle når man kender stedet. Og så var jeg også inde og kigge på 
deres hjemmeside om hvad de har stående om Danmark (…) det var bare sådan 
ikke særligt opdateret. Altså hvis de nu for eksempel gav links til sådan nogen 
steder som AOK, eller where to go, altså alle de der forskellige steders 
ressourcer, der er. Altså, det ville være noget man i højere grad kunne bruge til 
noget.” (App. 2:994-1002).
The focus group participants repeatedly referred to the internet as one of the best sources for 
information and recommendations, a point acknowledged by Lonely Planet:”…electronic 
formats are going to take presence and we need to know how to deliver what travellers will 
want from that.” (App. A:396-397). The globalization of the media makes it easier to 
participate on a local level when travelling. As a consequence being recognized as a tourist, by 
for example carrying a Lonely Planet guidebook, in opposition to a cosmopolitan at home 
anywhere, has become embarrassing:
“…jeg går ikke rundt med sådan nogle guider og kort og sådan. Det er bare 
sådan en stolthedsting. Man gider ikke ligne en turist alt for meget (griner) (…) 
Men man gør det alligevel, og så lader man de der ting ligge hjemme på 
værelset. Og så tjekker man ligesom hvad man skal, og så forsøger man bare, 
ikke?” (App. 2:356-360).
Dolph points out that it is important that travellers visiting developing countries accept that 
globalization is a worldwide phenomenon and does not just occur in the developed part of the 
world: 
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“…det er sådan en eller anden romantisk forestilling vi har her i vesten om, at 
det skal være som det altid har været, og i Bolivia skal de gå rundt med deres 
små hatte oppe i bjergene, og altså… Verden udvikler sig ikke, og det er vigtigt 
at man har respekt omkring det, når man er ude de forskellige steder…” (App. 
4:975-978).
This quote indicates, that the post modern traveller has left the observatory anthropological 
viewpoint, travelling in order to see other cultures in exchange for a more participatory mode 
of travel, to blend in and be part of the local scene, as exemplified by Julie (App. 3:896-897).
In conclusion we will argue that the focus group participants both implicitly and explicitly 
referred to the changes in tourism presented in the introduction. As a consequence of these 
changes the concept of a guidebook to intrepid travellers is referred to as an oxymoron. As it 
has become easier to travel, the boundaries between the local and the global are dissolving 
and consequently Lonely Planet is no longer perceived as cutting edge. In the first part of the 
following discussion the concept of the post modern traveller will be discussed with reference 
to literature on post modernism and the changes in society.
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Chapter Five
Discussion
In the following discussion we will elaborate and discuss our analytical findings with a special 
focus on the models constructed, shown in the previous chapter. We will do this in two levels 
of abstraction, i.e. first we will discuss our analytical findings in a societal perspective and 
second, we will discuss the implications for Lonely Planet’s marketing communications. 
From our empirical analysis, it is clear that Lonely Planet’s profile and image are incoherent 
with respect to the time lagged and the post modern traveller. Based on these, we have 
identified two main problems: The fact that ‘the time lagged traveller’s’ image of Lonely Planet 
reflects the profile as it existed a decade ago, and that changes in society has led the 
guidebook genre to appear superfluous to ‘the post modern traveller’. We venture that the 
post modern traveller primarily consists of innovators and early adaptors, who we assume are 
also opinion leaders within travel. Therefore, in general innovators and early adaptors can be 
said to be critical elements in buzz oriented campaigns. This suggests that either Lonely Planet 
has not been able to successfully communicate the company’s contemporary profile to its 
audience or the profile itself is problematic. In the following these two issues are discussed, 
beginning with the latter; Lonely Planet’s profile seen in connection to the general societal 
developments that have happened during Lonely Planet’s 33 years of existence.
Lonely Planet in a Societal Perspective
When the first Lonely Planet guidebook was published in 1973, it was at the forefront of the 
market, with a new attitude to tourism and travel. Therefore Lonely Planet can be said to play 
a role in the transition from traditional to modern tourism, as the company opened people’s 
eyes to the joys of independent travel. However, in the following we will argue that Lonely 
Planet has rested on its laurels and neglected to renew itself according to new trends in the 
post modern societies in general and tourism in particular. When Lonely Planet emerged, the 
brand was an alternative to charter and traditional tourism. In the contemporary post modern 
age however, Lonely Planet has fallen behind according to the post modern traveller, who 
perceives the brand as promoting mass tourism in a modern way. 
The post modern traveller, who represents a cosmopolitan outlook on the world, holds an 
image of Lonely Planet as outdated, as the brand is considered a hindrance for rather than an 
enabling factor in independent travel. Hence, among the innovators, there was a sentiment 
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that it was not cool to be connected to Lonely Planet. This is not due to a faulty product as 
such, but rather to a lack of need for the service that Lonely Planet provides. The problem, 
according to this group of consumers, is therefore fundamental, in that it encompasses both 
the product itself and the image. For the future strategy and success of the brand in terms of 
reaching the innovative segment, we therefore find it necessary to focus on the business
concept as well as the image. The post modern traveller may only represent a relatively small 
segment, however, this type of traveller sets the trends, and as a corporate brand it is 
important to be dynamic, constantly adapting to and anticipating the future demand.
Moreover, there seemed to be a shared understanding amongst all three models of which 
travel manner is considered most cool or trendy, i.e. travelling independently relying on local 
encounters and media, without Lonely Planet as an aid. It was only the participants 
characterized as post modern travellers, i.e. innovators, that actually referred to themselves as 
travelling in this manner, whereas a majority of participants perceived this way of travelling as 
being too difficult, and referred to this as ‘trying to be cool’. In other words, these participants 
found themselves somewhere in between a modern and a post modern way of travelling. 
Nevertheless, they were all aware of the post modern attitude to tourism and travel. This 
knowledge about the ruling or ‘most trendy’ discourse may have affected their statements and 
the discussion in general, as it can be suspected that no one would want to appear old-
fashioned or un-cool. However, we do not consider this a problem, as we view this as a 
reflection of the construction of identities and images in real life situations.
A concept that has been consistently present in the focus groups is the theme of ‘The Beaten 
Track’. The Beaten Track is related to Lonely Planet in the minds of the focus group 
participants. This stand in stark contrast to Lonely Planet’s wish to enable and help 
independent travellers, and therefore this story can be considered harmful to Lonely Planet’s 
image. Many of the participants explained that they themselves had experienced following this 
‘track’; and personal experiences are very hard to contradict. Our contribution to this point is
that it seems that people do not generally recognize to which degree it is in fact interaction 
with other travellers that creates The Beaten Track rather than Lonely Planet’s guidebooks. As 
noted above, this may be connected to the fact that people do not want to see themselves as 
damaging local environments when travelling, and thus contributing to an unsustainable way 
of travelling. 
The increasing influence of consumption on identity is a major reason for Lonely Planet to 
focus on image rather than products in the future. If consumers do not acquire the preferred 
identity by purchasing the product, however practical it is, they are going to leave it in 
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advantage of a brand with a better image. This is due to the fact that consumers’ affiliations in 
post modernity have become much more fluid and flexible.
The increasing individualism can also be detected in post modern travel behaviours. People can 
no longer be categorized as belonging to the charter segment, the city-break segment, etc. As 
travel has increased, at least among people from developed countries, people mix and match 
their travel style depending on time and place. Similarly, the border between everyday life and 
holiday is dissolving, as people increasingly combine work and leisure, the local and the global 
scene. The technological development has provided opportunities for people to live almost 
independent of time and space, which has furthered a sense of feeling at home when abroad, 
partly because of the increasing use of local media and information. It is against this 
development that Lonely Planet has to compete in the future. 
Reflections on Lonely Planet’s Marketing Communications
The second part of this discussion reflects upon the challenges that Lonely Planet face with 
regards to marketing communications, as Lonely Planet has not been successful in 
communicating the company’s contemporary profile to both the time lagged as well as the post 
modern traveller. With a starting point in the analysis of our focus group, and reflecting on the 
changes in society as moving towards post modernism, we believe that this has implications 
for Lonely Planets current marketing communication strategies. These will be elaborated on in 
the following.
Lonely Planet - in Touch with the Target Groups?
Lonely Planet takes pride in the fact that the company is very much in touch with its 
customers; this exact phrase being one of the unique selling points in its B2B marketing. 
Lonely Planet emphasizes that the organisation has a close relationship with the customers and 
considers it self a ‘friend of the independent traveller’. We question whether positioning the 
brand as ‘a friend of the independent traveller’ and emphasizing a close relationship with 
consumers holds any promise in the future.
Even though the first part of the discussion points to the fact that individuals in post modern 
societies seek new affiliations with subcultures, that they have reflectively chosen to be part 
of, we do not believe that Lonely Planet’s target audience necessarily craves a close 
relationship to their chosen guide book. In the analysis, it is shown that the use of the Lonely 
Planet guidebook is sometimes viewed in opposition to travelling in an independent and 
experimental way. This image projects a certain identity onto Lonely Planet’s users, resulting 
in travellers not wanting to be associated with the brand, let alone have a relationship with it.
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Travelling with advice from friends and locals is perceived as cooler than unreflectively 
following a guidebook. This is particularly present in the opinions of the participants most in 
line with the post modern traveller, not finding Lonely Planet appealing at all.
Lonely Planet prides itself with an ability to understand the traveller, knowing what the 
traveller needs and desires no matter where in the world. However, with a growing 
individualism and awareness about own choices, it can be assumed that the post modern 
traveller does not want to be ‘understood’, as this would imply that they are put in the same 
box as a grouping of travellers which holds a contradictory set of values to the post modern 
traveller’s, not finding individual choices with regards to travel important. 
However as well as emphasizing that Lonely Planet understands travellers, O’Brien underlines 
that Lonely Planet guidebooks enable travellers. The two stands, whether Lonely Planet 
understands and/or enables travellers, can almost be seen as contradictions. Whereas the 
understanding travellers imply that Lonely Planet knows what the traveller wants, knows what 
kind of people they are, the ‘enabling travellers’ imply that Lonely Planet guide books are 
laying out a multitude of opportunities for the traveller to independently choose from. The 
debate about this issue in the focus groups pointed to the fact that this is very much perceived 
as a strength of the guidebook. Most participants claimed that they used Lonely Planet as a 
practical device, as something to pick and choose from. However, there was a consensus about 
the fact that ‘some people’ use Lonely Planet as a bible and follow the advice in the book 
blindly. None of the focus group participants, however, conformed to using the guide book like 
this, all agreeing that this way of using Lonely Planet is part of what creates The Beaten Track. 
There was a general consensus that using the guidebook as a ‘recipe’ is un-cool, leaving no 
room for independence or imagination. It can be argued that in this respect, most of the focus 
group participants fall within the characteristics of the post modern or modern traveller, 
renouncing Lonely Planet telling them what they want and what to do.
Additionally, we found a general consensus in the focus groups about the fact that Lonely 
Planet holds great credibility in terms of information. The guide book is perceived as most 
informative and trustworthy, something you can always rely on and turn to when lost. 
However, this also means that travelling with a Lonely Planet guidebook is perceived as safe 
rather than exciting, as it is not possible to go absolutely wrong with the guide book under 
your arm. Neither is it possible to go absolutely right.
With regards to the post modern traveller we therefore believe that it is unfortunate for Lonely 
Planet to market itself as ‘the friend of the independent traveller’ or understanding travellers, 
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as these travellers do not desire a close relationship with the guidebook. As Lonely Planet is no 
longer a cult product, and a brand to reflectively choose because of a certain outlook on 
travelling, purchasing a Lonely Planet does not mean that the consumer is part of an exclusive 
club, rather it implies that the consumer acknowledges a mainstream concept and travels in 
the same way as everyone else. The consensus that Lonely Planet is having a most reliable 
product that travellers may not want to be associated with, but rather, under certain 
circumstances feel a need for, implies that when targeting the post modern traveller  ‘enabling 
travelling’ may be a better point of departure for Lonely Planet. We do acknowledge that 
travellers more in line with the time lagged and the modern traveller may find the concept of 
Lonely Planet as a friend and travel companion appealing, however, it seems as if Lonely 
Planet does not recognize the need that the post modern traveller feel for disassociating 
themselves with the brand’s current image.
However, it is evident that Lonely Planet is in touch and direct contact with a great deal of the 
company’s customers, and that a relationship with the travel guide is wanted among some 
groups of travellers. The fact that most of Lonely Planet’s campaigns are based on 
participation, and that Lonely Planet’s internet forum The Thorn Tree is very dynamic and has 
an impressive number of hits everyday, points to the fact that a close relationship with the 
travel guide apply to many consumers. According to Lonely Planet, the feedback and advice in 
form of emails and posts on The Thorn Tree proves that the company is very much in touch 
with the target groups. However, it must be pointed out that most people visiting internet 
forums are in fact lurkers, not contributing to the debate themselves, which Lonely Planet does 
not seem to account for. Furthermore, some participants in our focus groups uttered 
scepticism about the sharing of knowledge and exchange of ideas with other Lonely Planet 
users and Lonely Planet as such, and none of the participants had ever taken part in such an 
interaction. The participants did not want to contribute to the creation of The Beaten Track, 
just as they did not feel any appeal in letting Lonely Planet be the hub for an exchange of 
travel experiences. Voicing this stand particularly applies to the post modern traveller, but 
modern travellers to some extent also take this stand, as they are not necessarily interested in 
a two-way relationship with Lonely Planet. One reason could be related to the size of Lonely 
Planet, i.e. it is more appealing to associate oneself with a subculture of cutting edge and 
independent travellers, than providing free information to a growing multinational company.
The above imply that Lonely Planet’s interactive relationship with its customers is only really at 
play with the core customers, the ones perceiving themselves as Lonely Planet users and 
appreciating a close relationship with the guidebook. Following the analysis of our focus 
groups, this group of customers is not representative for Lonely Planet’s target audience. 
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Furthermore, as this exact group of loyal customers has a positive attitude towards Lonely 
Planet, the company does not get information about negative stories that could be flourishing 
in particularly among the modern and post modern travellers. 
We will therefore argue that overall Lonely Planet is not in touch with the travellers. The close 
relationship with Lonely Planet users only applies to the core customers, which can hardly be 
seen as the average traveller and guide book purchaser. Furthermore, we believe that our 
findings in this area may have a broader relevance, than solely applying to Lonely Planet. The 
post modern traveller – and consumer – is very conscious and meticulous in choosing his or 
her affiliations. Companies making use of relationship marketing, should question whether a 
given target audience actually desires a relationship.
Lonely Planet Inspiring Buzz
Lonely Planet’s use of buzz marketing has been one of the central themes throughout this 
report. According to O’Brien, Lonely Planet’s current campaigns all hold participatory elements 
in order to inspire the spread of word of mouth communications from the people participating 
to the remaining parts of the target groups. In the following, the consequences of this 
approach to marketing will be discussed.
An initial assumption of ours has been that the use of buzz marketing may not always be 
feasible for a well-known brand the size of Lonely Planet. The reason for this being, that most 
people will have an established perception of Lonely Planet prior to being object for buzz 
marketing. As a possible negative discourse towards a major brand will be hard to affect, a 
heavy reliance on a positive buzz may prove problematic. This is a consequence of negative 
stories being more powerful than positive ones.
An issue that was brought up by the focus groups participants several times was how Lonely 
Planet plays a role in terms of sustainability. This was brought up with regards to the 
sustainability of local environments, as well as in terms of a destination as an unspoiled tourist 
attraction. Both aspects were perceived as essential in the focus groups. There seemed to be a 
discourse regarding Lonely Planet as having an eroding effect on destinations, as hordes of 
Lonely Planet users invade the same places once they have been mentioned in the guidebook. 
In one focus group Lonely Planet making an effort with regards to sustainable travel was even 
called for.
Although there was a discussion of Lonely Planet’s eroding effect on local environments in 
three out of the four focus groups, nearly any of our focus group participants brought up the 
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fact – or seemed to know - that Lonely Planet is actively making an effort with regards to 
sustainable travel. Lonely Planet has incorporated sustainable travel in all relevant chapters in 
the guidebooks, and is actively encouraging proper behaviour in the local environments. 
Lonely Planet is not very explicit about being a company concerned with the environment. 
Rather, the company has relied on word of mouth communications for this issue to be known. 
From our analysis, it appears that the target audience perceives the company differently. This 
may be due to the fact that in recent years there has been great media coverage on the 
downside of backpacker tourism with regards to the local environments. As the issue of
‘backpackers destroy the unspoiled’ has been a popular issue in the media, the image of 
backpackers and Lonely Planet eroding pristine destinations is clearly visualized in the minds of 
many travellers. This view is particularly present among the group of post modern travellers. 
As negative discourses are hard to affect with the use of buzz marketing, Lonely Planet will 
have to be very explicit about its concern for the environment if wishing to get the message 
through to other parts of the target groups than the loyal core customers, interacting with 
Lonely Planet.
We believe that Lonely Planet has not taken the negative discourses flourishing among its 
target audience into account. We will argue that it is hard to use buzz marketing as a primary
marketing tool, when trying to affect these negative discourses, as the brand is already well-
known and most people have connotations to it; connotations that may be negative or 
contradicting the company’s profile. This implies that if wishing to position the brand as 
environmentally friendly, Lonely Planet will have to be more aggressive in the positioning of 
the brand as such, using public relations and advertising. This may lead to the consumers
being inclined to purchase a Lonely Planet service again. It can be expected that the post 
modern traveller would still be repelled by the business concept of Lonely Planet, making them 
hard to reach by a mere change in marketing communication strategy.
We believe that these findings have relevance for companies using buzz marketing. It seems 
that buzz marketing 1) is difficult to employ and rely on for well-established companies, 2) is 
not necessarily efficient when communicating complex and comprehensive messages, and 3) is 
inefficient for affecting a negative discourse about a brand. When certain issues need to be 
addressed, buzz marketing may not be an efficient approach.
Cutting Edge vs. Mainstream – The Current Use of Buzz Marketing
The third issue to be touched upon is that our preconception that Lonely Planet as a brand is 
no longer perceived as cool was confirmed in the analysis. In the following it will be discussed 
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how buzz marketing can affect the overall image of Lonely Planet. Is this approach still feasible 
for Lonely Planet with the brand gone mainstream?
Traditionally, buzz marketing should target opinion leaders, who will buzz about a brand or 
product. This implies that opinion leaders have a trend setting effect. We believe that opinion 
leaders are often innovators or early adapters within their field of expertise. Therefore, if 
following a buzz approach to marketing, it can be argued that Lonely Planet should target the 
innovators and early adapters among travellers. As we have identified the post modern 
traveller as an innovator or early adapter within the field of travelling, we will argue that 
Lonely Planet, if aiming at inspiring a buzz, ought to target the post modern traveller.
This contradicts the fact that the campaigns on the internet are very much revolving around 
elements targeting the time lagged, rather than the post modern traveller. The purpose of 
these campaigns is to spread virally as Lonely Planet users will actively participate in the 
campaign, writing back to Lonely Planet, having an experience with the brand, and based on 
that pass a hyperlink on to friends and acquaintances. The arguments point to the fact that 
people appreciating a close relationship and wishing to interact with Lonely Planet are mostly 
found among time lagged travellers, and that the post modern traveller does not want to 
interact with Lonely Planet, rather the opposite. In theory, viral marketing should be targeted 
at innovators and early adapters, as these are more likely to pass on ‘the right message’ and 
make their voices heard. Once again, we will argue that these groups are primarily found 
within the post modern traveller, and thus, they are not being reached by these campaigns. 
In the analysis of the focus groups, it is evident that most participants no longer consider 
Lonely Planet’s image as cutting edge, cool and innovative. Rather the focus group participants 
perceive Lonely Planet as being mainstream, unimaginative and creating a beaten track. The 
brand seems to have lost its edge as ‘everybody is using it and following a beaten track 
promoted by Lonely Planet’. This view is especially explicit among the consumers we 
characterize as post modern travellers. As Lonely Planet wants to keep the position as market 
leader, and is therefore applying a mainstream approach to the market, we question whether 
buzz marketing is still a feasible approach to marketing the brand. Many voices point to the 
fact that Lonely Planet has ‘sold out’ and gone mainstream, which is perceived negatively by 
the post modern traveller that ideally should initiate a buzz. We thus recognize two problems 
in Lonely Planet’s approach to buzz marketing. 
First of all, generating a positive buzz about a brand is hard if the brand is mature and well-
known, and the target audience already holds negative connotations to it. We believe that buzz 
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marketing is more applicable for newcomers to a market, or niche products that do not have a 
reputation. Furthermore, the news value of an upcoming or unknown brand makes it more 
interesting to talk about, thus an easier subject for creating a positive buzz.
Secondly, as Lonely Planet by now is a market leader and targets the early and late majority in 
the campaigns as much as the innovators and early adaptors, it may not be feasible to rely on 
buzz marketing. In essence it is hard for a mainstream brand like Lonely Planet to target 
innovators and early adapters at the same time as targeting the majority, as this will not make 
the innovators feel special and innovative. 
Based on the two arguments above we believe that the current size of Lonely Planet means 
that it is no longer feasible for the brand to market itself solely via buzz marketing. We will 
argue that Lonely Planet has not accounted for the growth of the brand in the application of 
communication and marketing strategies. It seems that the success the buzz marketing
strategy created for the small brand in the seventies, has unreflectively been passed on to a 
now major company gone mainstream.
We believe that generally it is necessary for companies to continuously reflect upon the
marketing communication strategies according to a dynamic understanding of the target
audience. The unreflected choice of using buzz marketing due to historical factors is highly 
unfortunate, with vast consequences for the researched brand. Furthermore, we can see that 
buzz marketing may be more relevant to apply when having an innovative or new product, as
this will not have to struggle with existing connotations.
The oxymoron of a trend setting guidebook
The question is whether it is at all possible for a guidebook to be cool and trend setting. As 
Lonely Planet has gone mainstream, we have argued that it is no longer possible for the brand 
to be perceived as cutting edge and trend setting. On the one hand, it can be argued that it 
will never be possible for a guidebook to be trend setting and on the cutting edge of travel, as 
the book is merely reporting trends and not inventing them as such. However, at the time 
when Lonely Planet took off, the way the guidebook was written and reported about travelling 
was agenda setting for a whole generation of travellers. 
In the past thirty years, Lonely Planet’s attitude to travel has become mainstream, and beaten 
tracks are continuously created. The idea of being a trend setting guidebook ahead of its time 
and on the cutting edge seems passé. The thing that would be trend setting in a guidebook 
would be either the inclusion of a new type of destinations or a new form of travelling. As for 
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the new type of destinations, Lonely Planet has now reached a size where the span of time 
gone from a destination to be viewed as newly discovered, trendy and cutting edge until it gets 
commonly known and just another stop on a beaten track, is remarkably short. Thus, inspiring 
new forms of travelling could be the future if Lonely Planet wishes to be perceived as cutting 
edge and on the forefront of travelling. Lonely Planet has in recent years started to publish 
guidebooks with a different attitude to travel, such as ‘Experimental Travel’. However, it can be 
argued that a guidebook by a major, well-known brand prescribing how to travel, is not likely 
to be received with open arms by an increasingly individualistic target group. In our 
understanding of Lonely Planet and the target group, Lonely Planet faces a great challenge if 
seeking to profile the brand as being on the cutting edge of travel. We believe that it will 
require a change in concept, as well as an adaptation of the company’s marketing 
communication strategy to remain successful.
Future Strategies
Concluding on this part of the discussion, we will argue that Lonely Planet’s approach to 
marketing and communications, whether working towards a strong brand loyalty with a core 
group of users or initiating a buzz about the brand among opinion leaders, in its current form 
in the future is not feasible.
In our view, buzz marketing has a place for marketing new or experimental products. 
However, when applying buzz marketing the possible resistance towards a well-known brand 
must be accounted. If a negative discourse towards the brand is at play, word of mouth 
communication may not have the strongest effect on the target group, as the message is 
challenged by existing perceptions. Word of mouth communications furthermore imply little 
control over a given message. Thus, for Lonely Planet to get a message through in order to 
deter a negative discourse, it may be more feasible to do so via advertising, public relations 
activities or other forms of communication, allowing for more control over the message. This is 
for instance recommendable in the case of creating awareness about the fact that Lonely 
Planet has a profile of recommending sustainable travel and a concern for the environment and 
local destinations. 
Finally, it must be commented that different marketing and communication tools are beneficial
in targeting different target groups. If Lonely Planet continuously relies on buzz marketing, the 
company will not be actively communicating to a large part of the target group; rather, Lonely 
Planet will only be communicating with its core, friendship and relationship seeking customers. 
In order to target the remaining target groups, other marketing and communication tools must 
be applied.
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We believe that buzz marketing is not appropriate when trying to market a mature product
late in the product life cycle. Thus, we encourage a thorough understanding of buzz marketing 
as a tool, before applying it. In line with the overall changes in society, consumers change. 
Therefore it is necessary for companies to have a dynamic outlook on marketing 
communications.
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Chapter Six
Conclusion
Quality of Conclusions
There are a number of circumstances to keep in mind when conducting qualitative research in 
order to ensure the scientific value of the results. Before we illuminate our conclusions, we will 
therefore take a look at the quality of our research, by discussing generalization, validity and 
reliability. 
As a consequence of our meta theoretical approach, we dissociate ourselves from the 
positivistic notion that it is possible to set up universal facts, rather we are focusing on 
analytical generalization. Our understanding of this criterion originates in Kvale’s definition that 
reads “… en velovervejet bedømmelse af, i hvilken grad resultaterne fra en undersøgelse kan 
være vejledende for, hvad der kan ske i en anden situation.” (Kvale, 2003:228). In order to 
clarify the reach of our research, we need to examine the project’s validity and reliability. 
We have tried to ensure the validity and reliability of our research by explaining all important 
methodical choices. Furthermore, we have attempted to reference the theory loyally and 
employ the empirical data in correlation with the participants’ intentions with their statements. 
The measure we have taken against this source of error is to code the transcripts of the 
interviews individually and subsequently discuss the various understandings, as well as 
continuously question if the participants would agree on our interpretations. 
Nevertheless, having conducted the analysis, we find it necessary to make an analytical 
reservation in relation to the reach of our conclusions. Because of our initial hypothesis of 
incoherence between Lonely Planet’s profile and image, we may have been more focused on 
the participants’ negative perception of Lonely Planet’s image, not weighing the positive and 
negative perceptions equally. Therefore, our conclusions may be more negative towards Lonely 
Planet’s image than our empirical data substantiate. In addition to the analytical reservation to 
the conclusions’ reach we also need to make a methodical reservation: As a consequence of 
the employed strategy for the selection of participants to the focus groups, students, people 
with residence in Copenhagen and people in their 20s was over-represented. 
60
However, as the participants chose to take part in the focus groups solely on behalf of an 
informal survey21, this indicates that they have an interest in the subject which, due to the 
participants’ high level of involvement in the subject, was confirmed during the interviews.
Therefore, the participants can be considered opinions leaders within the field of travel, 
increasing the validity of their statements. Due to this and the achievement of a point of 
saturation with regards to new knowledge we ascribe our conclusions reach in relation to 
Copenhageners between 20 and 30 years of age, but with great potential to have a reach in 
similar contexts worldwide.
Conclusion
In the conclusion our initial hypotheses will be discussed prior to answering our research 
question. Based on the analysis of the focus groups we have identified three models of 
travellers; 1) the time lagged traveller, perceiving Lonely Planet according to the company’s 
profile as it was ten years ago; a company for backpackers on the cutting edge of travel, 2) 
the modern traveller whose image of Lonely Planet are similar to the company’s profile and 3) 
the post modern traveller holding an image of Lonely Planet as mainstream, disassociating 
themselves from the brand. These models are crucial for discussing and answering our 
hypothesis.
1. There is a negative discourse regarding Lonely Planet’s brand 
On the basis of our initial media survey and questionnaire, a negative discourse was already 
indicated. However, from the analysis of the focus groups we obtained a clear picture of this 
issue. The time lagged and the modern traveller mainly reflects positive attitudes towards 
Lonely Planet. However, the post modern traveller, whom we have identified as an innovator 
or early adapter within travelling, proved critical towards Lonely Planet, not finding the brand 
appealing and dwelling on negative aspects of mass tourism, connecting these to Lonely 
Planet. Therefore, we can conclude that a negative discourse regarding Lonely Planet is 
identified.
2. Lonely Planet experiences problems bound to the brand’s image; not as a consequence of a 
faulty product
This hypothesis was confirmed in the analysis of the focus groups interviews. There was a 
consensus that the Lonely Planet guidebooks are rich on information and offers help and 
advice to destinations not covered by other guidebook publishers. The negative discourse 
  
21 We established contact to all the participants’ through the survey. However, since we distributed the survey through 
our own network, some of the participants’ did not participate in the focus group on behalf of an informal survey, but 
because of a relation to one of us. 
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regarding Lonely Planet was concerned with the participants’ image of the brand, not the 
company’s products as such.
3. Lonely Planet is no longer targeting their original main target group; independent and 
experimental travellers, i.e. innovators and early adaptors. Rather the brand appeals to the 
majority, and is no longer perceived as cutting edge
This hypothesis was cemented throughout the focus groups. Furthermore, our discussion 
points to the fact that the post modern traveller does not find that Lonely Planet addresses him 
or her. They perceive Lonely Planet as a mainstream brand that can be used by anyone, 
mainly for practical reasons. On the contrary, the modern traveller feels that the brand aims at 
people like themselves, as they do not have a self-perception of being on the cutting edge of 
travel. However, the time lagged traveller does consider Lonely Planet to be cutting edge. 
4. Lonely Planet’s profile and image are incoherent
This hypothesis is one of the main themes of the discussion. Of the three models, only the 
modern traveller’s image of Lonely Planet is coherent with the brand’s profile. Thus, this 
hypothesis is neither confirmed nor rejected, as some travellers do perceive Lonely Planet in 
accordance with the company’s profile. However, the post modern traveller, which we have 
argued is the most important for Lonely Planet to target, does not experience Lonely Planet in 
coherence with the official profile. Likewise, the time lagged traveller has an impression of 
Lonely Planet that is different from its profile, as they perceive the company as it profiled itself 
ten years ago.
Having answered our initial hypothesis, we will turn to our research problem:
What implications do Lonely Planet’s marketing communication strategies have for the 
company’s image? 
Concluding on the marketing communication strategies applied by Lonely Planet, we will argue 
that Lonely Planet’s main strategies; relationship marketing and buzz marketing, are not 
feasible for targeting the post modern traveller on their own. The post modern traveller can
not be reached by a change in communication strategy; rather, a change in concept is 
necessary. Thus, Lonely Planet’s current efforts to build a strong brand loyalty with a core 
group of users, and at the same time initiate a buzz about the brand among opinion leaders, is 
not feasible for the future.
Based on the analysis of Lonely Planet’s target audience, we have argued that the post modern 
traveller reflects the future within travel. We have argued that the post modern traveller is an 
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innovator or early adaptor, and that he or she is often an opinion leader, and therefore believe 
that it is important that Lonely Planet target the marketing communication efforts at this exact 
group. Based on the analysis and discussion, we point out that it seems as if this group of 
travellers is not being addressed in Lonely Planet’s current communication strategies.
We have shown that the post modern traveller does not appreciate friendship and being 
understood by a mainstream guidebook. Rather, the post modern traveller acts as 
independently as possible, preferably not even using guide books as a safety net, being 
cosmopolitans that rely on advice from friends, internet and the local media.
Lonely Planet does not recognize the existence of the post modern traveller, due to the fact 
that the close relationship with the travellers is only at play with the time lagged and modern 
traveller. Thus, Lonely Planet may miss out on many of the negative stories flourishing about
the brand. The above statement implies that: 1) Lonely Planet does not target opinion leaders 
in the marketing of the brand and 2) Lonely Planet is not fully aware of the negative word of 
mouth flourishing about the brand, but mistakenly believes that it has a detailed 
understanding of its target audience.
As we have argued, word of mouth communications imply little control over a given message, 
and a possible resistance towards Lonely Planet must be accounted for when using buzz 
marketing. Our argument here is that Lonely Planet is only accounting for the customers 
already loyal to the brand in the company’s communication and marketing strategies, thus 
neglecting large parts of actual and potential customers. This means that the current 
marketing communication strategies of Lonely Planet leave room for negative stories and 
rumours about the brand to flourish.
The above leads us to the conclusion that the implication of Lonely Planet’s narrow focus on 
relationship and buzz marketing has lead to a situation where a large part of the target 
audience does not feel addressed by the company. Lonely Planet does not recognize the 
change towards a post modern society, and furthermore the company is unable to deter 
negative discourses regarding Lonely Planet among current and potential customers. This 
means that Lonely Planet faces great challenges with regards to its future, if wanting to remain 
a leading guide book publisher.
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Chapter Seven
A Future Perspective: The Customized Guidebook
Having concluded that Lonely Planet’s image and existing concept, due to an emerging post
modern attitude to travel is in danger of becoming obsolete, the following is an attempt to 
provide a tangible solution to the challenges Lonely Planet are facing. In order to do this, we 
find it necessary to rethink Lonely Planet’s existing concept. Based on our theoretical and 
empirical findings, we have developed a concept that will contemporize Lonely Planet in order 
to ensure its future existence under the new societal conditions.
As consumption is a major factor for establishing identity in the post modern society, the fact 
that Lonely Planet’s image has evolved from cutting-edge to mainstream proportionally with 
the brand’s expansion and success poses a problem. Due to the fact that Lonely Planet 
includes a wide range of travellers in the target audience, the individual identification with the 
brand’s values and attitudes declines. Furthermore, the perception of Lonely Planet as 
mainstream has left it with undesired associations such as the backpacker’s bible to The 
Beaten Track. The company has sought to counteract this image by implementing corporate 
social responsibility, i.e. charity to affected destinations. However, this does not change the 
fact that Lonely Planet users feel they all end up in the same destinations. 
We identify three alternative ways for Lonely Planet to reposition the company: The first option 
is that Lonely Planet, realising that maintaining an image as cutting-edge is incompatible with 
a very broad target audience, give up its market leader position in order to concentrate on one 
exclusive segment. According to O’Brien, this scenario does not seem feasible. The second 
option is to augment the brand by creating a subbrand aimed at innovators and early 
adapters. It is however, difficult to position a subbrand targeting a different group of travellers 
in a credible way if this is connected to Lonely Planet. Due to the problems inherent in these 
two scenarios we have developed an alternative ‘third way’ based on an individual and post 
modern approach to travel. In theory Lonely Planet already subscribe to an individual approach 
(App. A:461-464), this is however, not implemented in reality, as the target audience is 
approached according to segments. We believe that the key to future success could be leaving 
the standardized model, and instead producing products that can be sold as ‘customized’. 
Employing this strategy would enable Lonely Planet to continuously provide information and 
recommendation about everything to everyone. 
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Inspired by the increasing development towards prosumption as for example seen in Dell’s 
business model, our recommendation to rethink the concept is centred around a web-based 
sales-portal, providing opportunity for consumer’s to customize his or her own personal 
guidebook. More specifically, the customer could piece together the exact sections relevant for 
a trip with regards to itinerary as well as personal interests. An example could be the traveller 
with an interest in architecture and techno music going to Rome and Florence for a week. He 
could choose to click on ‘Rome’, ‘Florence’, ‘architecture’, ‘technomusic’, ‘mid range 
accommodation’ and ‘local transportation’ in the sales-portal and in this way receive his own 
personal guidebook. Moreover, this product would reflect and provide him with his preferred 
identity as this would be structured around a narrow community of consumption or a 
subculture rather than a wide age criteria. 
A focus on consumption patterns and subcultures could furthermore entice the customers not 
currently relating to Lonely Planet or other Lonely Planet users to participate in Lonely Planet’s 
electronic forum, as that would put them in contact with other members of the subculture 
around the world. Lonely Planet is already a company with an elaborate internet-based profile, 
and therefore we see the development of such a web-based solution entirely in line with the 
target audience’s technical capabilities. The opportunity to fabricate and design a personal 
guide book might appeal to the people that seem the most critical towards the current concept 
of Lonely Planet; namely the post modern travellers. Personalization and individuality are 
keywords in getting the post modern traveller’s attention, and the outlined business concept is 
therefore tailor-made to the traveller of tomorrow.
In the focus groups we detected a strong sense of loyalty towards Lonely Planet. Despite the 
negative associations and the uncool image, the participants were not ready to abandon the 
brand altogether. Part of the reason for this was that they did not identify any authorized 
alternatives. Moreover, many participants cared enough about the brand to point to 
possibilities for future improvements - suggestions which have inspired us in developing the 
revised concept. Below is a short outline of the themes of improvements brought up by the 
participants. The adaptation of the guidebooks to individual needs and wishes was a recurrent 
subject. A major reason was the practicalities of a guidebook that seeks to fulfil everyone’s
needs – many participants complained that they did not need half the information that Lonely 
Planet provides and that the extensive information resulted in the books being too big and 
heavy. Another much debated subject was the question of objectivity versus subjectivity in 
Lonely Planet’s writing style. We detected four main attitudes towards this issue. The 
participants who felt that Lonely Planet has an objective outlook on travel, providing a wide 
range of information to choose from, was divided in two groups: People who appreciated this 
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objectivity in descriptions and choice of recommendations and people who found it boring and 
therefore called for a more subjective writing style. Similarly, participants who found Lonely 
Planet to be subjective and with a personality, captured in the style of writing, were also 
divided in between people, respectively positive or negative. 
Obviously, the practicalities regarding size and weight would be solved by a custom-made 
concept. Furthermore, this approach could solve the question of writing style, as it would be 
possible to choose according to one’s preferences, i.e. one person could receive a list of 
restaurants and train schedules in Buenos Aires whereas another customer might choose an 
epic story describing the atmosphere and feel of the city. Another advantage of the custom-
made concept would be that The Beaten Track would no longer be connected to Lonely Planet, 
as every book would be different and therefore not sending travellers in the same direction. 
Finally, it would be easy to incorporate and accommodate new trends, which would constantly 
renew the buzz about the brand. 
For the time lagged and the modern traveller, the customization process may be overwhelming 
as these are happy with the information in the guidebooks at present. For these segments, we 
believe it is important to create a way to achieve the sense of security and trust that they 
currently feel when purchasing a Lonely Planet guide book. Therefore, it should be possible to 
choose an ‘all round’ version of the guides, to cater for the travellers happy with Lonely 
Planet’s current concept and those, not wanting to bother themselves with customizing a 
guidebook. This will make it possible to satisfy all of Lonely Planet’s current segments, during a 
possible transition phase before only providing customized products. 
Naturally, a development towards customized products should be followed up by an extensive 
communication effort, explaining the target audience why a custom-made guidebook is 
superior. The framework for communicating this message would be enabling independent and 
individualised travel as well as providing a global forum for friendship within subcultures. By 
stressing these values, it would be possible for Lonely Planet to be everything to everyone 
without sending out conflicting messages and contradicting itself, as the individual approach 
would make it possible to communicate different aspects of the brand through different 
channels to different target groups. For instance could the grey gold be reached through 
articles, advertisements or competitions in newspapers targeting this segment, emphasising 
high-end accommodation, museums and comfortable safaris, whereas younger innovators 
could be approached through buzz or viral marketing about the hottest spots in different 
metropolis. The image of the brand as it was originally projected could furthermore be 
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contemporized by promoting different idealized user types to different segments through a 
wide range of channels (Aaker, 2002:173).
With regards to economic feasibility of such a change in concept, we believe that post modern 
conditions and attitudes to travel are likely to have an increasing effect on the performance of 
Lonely Planet. Furthermore, by providing the customer with an individually adapted product, 
Lonely Planet can reposition itself as a cutting-edge and lifestyle brand and on this basis obtain 
a more exclusive image and take a premium prize for a unique service. 
We believe that the longer the company waits before applying these changes, the harder it will 
be to change the target audience’ image of Lonely Planet. This is unfortunate, as we find that 
Lonely Planet strive to publish the best possible guidebooks and carry out business in a socially 
responsible manner. As it is now, Lonely Planet does provide a high quality product; however, 
it is standardized and mass produced and out of touch with the customers of tomorrow. That is 
why change is needed. Now. 
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